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Preface
 

“HOW WILL IT HAPPEN?” I asked. “I mean, if they decide to—”

“They won’t,” Luc said flatly.

“But if they do,” I persisted. “How do they do it, exactly?”

Luc took my hands and squeezed them between his; for a moment, his deep green eyes were fiercer than I had ever seen them before. “I won’t let anything happen to you, Addy. That’s a promise. You have nothing to worry about.”

“Okay. But theoretically, how would it happen?”

Luc gave me an exasperated look, but I took my hands back and crossed my arms over my chest. I was absolutely determined not to let this go. I needed to know—I deserved to know—what the worst possible outcome of my situation was.

As I watched him, frowning to himself and inwardly debating whether or not to answer me, I made myself a promise: I was not going to panic. No matter what he said, no matter how bad it was, I was going to remain calm. If only to prove to him that I could.

He sighed. “Burning,” he said finally.

“Burning!” I very nearly shrieked, totally forgetting my promise of approximately two seconds ago. “You mean, as in at the stake?”

“Yes,” he said.

I couldn’t believe it.

“Do you mean,” I began, certain I must have heard him wrong, “when the Annorasi decide to execute someone they burn them at the stake? Like in medieval Europe, or some horror film?”

Luc closed for his eyes for a moment, and I could tell that he was already deeply regretting having answered my question.

“You have to understand,” he said slowly. “The Annorasi very rarely execute anyone. Most of us don’t believe in the taking of life, human or otherwise. In our world, death is an extremely rare punishment.”

“I would hope so,” I mumbled. I was trying very hard to keep my thudding heart from bursting right through the front of my chest. “But burning?”

Luc shrugged. “Historically, in your world and in mine, execution has always been just as much about making a statement to others as it is about punishing the guilty party. You have to admit, burning someone at the stake makes quite a statement. But execution is only imposed for the most extreme crimes. Things like mass murder, genocide, or the higher forms of treason.”

Or, in my case, just being born.

Luc took my hands again and forced me to look at him. “If I really thought it was something you needed to worry about, I wouldn’t have told you,” he said. “You believe me, don’t you, Addy? Promise me you are not going to worry about this.”

I nodded, numbly.

“Out loud,” he insisted. “Say you promise—”

“I promise,” I said quickly. My voice sounded oddly flat, not like my own at all.

That was the first time I ever lied to Luc.
  

1

——


Precalculus
 

IT’S HARD TO KNOW EXACTLY where to begin a story like mine. I could do as David Copperfield did and begin with my birth (who can argue with Dickens?), but there’s a lot of boring stuff between then and now I doubt you’d be interested in.

I could start with the day my parents died, or the day not long after that when Gran and I left England and moved to Novato, a small town just outside San Francisco in northern California. But I was only six years old when all of that happened, and I’m still a bit fuzzy on the details.

I could tell you all about my primary school years, my middle school years, and my first two years at Marin County High School, but to tell you the truth, nothing particularly exciting happened during those years of my life either—certainly nothing you’d want to waste your time reading about. I was a pretty normal kid; I was rather depressingly uninteresting, actually.

So I think I’ll start on the day things started to get interesting for me: my seventeenth birthday. The day I got my first glimpse of the Annorasi world.

The day Lucas Stratton spoke to me for the very first time.

But more about him, later . . .

——
 

My seventeenth birthday started out like any other day. I woke up to the static blare of my alarm clock, which, as usual, seemed to be between stations, despite the fact that I set the dial carefully the night before.

I showered quickly so the bathroom wouldn’t have a chance to fog up. I spent a little bit more time than usual blow-drying my shoulder-length, strawberry blonde hair, which was more strawberry than blonde now that the bleaching summer sun was a distant memory. When my hair was reasonably straight and my face properly moisturized, I threw on my usual jeans and, after a moment of thought, my new white sweater. I’d bought it over a month ago with the rest of my back-to-school things, but I had yet to wear it for some reason. I wasn’t saving it for anything in particular, and since it was my birthday, it seemed as good a day as any to try it out.

When I opened my bedroom door, I was immediately stared down by eleven pairs of impatient, hungry eyes—the same eyes that greeted me every morning.

Gran’s eleven cats followed me, like a long, furry cape, downstairs and to the back of the house where their food and water bowls were lined up neatly against the laundry room wall. I dutifully scooped food into each bowl, then made my way back down the line with a bottle of tap water, stepping carefully to avoid the tails and paws of the breakfasting cats, and gave them each a bit of fresh water.

Only Rialto, the oldest of the cats and Gran’s favorite, paused to thrust his enormous, black and white head underneath my hand in thanks for the meal.

I didn’t bother with breakfast for myself. I stuck my head in the fridge only to grab the bag lunch Gran left for me every morning.

This particular morning, there was a perfect red rose taped to the side of the bag, along with a note:


Happy birthday, Addy! Dinner and cake tonight.


Love G



 

That’s my name, by the way—Addy. Addy Russell. And yes, before you even ask, Addy is my full first name. It’s not a nickname, and it’s not short for anything. At least, it wasn’t back then. Addy has always been my name, even back before my last name was Russell.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.

I tucked my lunch, rose and all, carefully into my black messenger bag, then grabbed my coat from where I had left it on the couch in the living room and headed out the front door of the house.

You know that house on your block, the dark, spooky one with the big iron fence around it and the overgrown front yard? The one little kids dare each other to approach on Halloween, and where the strange noises come from? I live in that house.

I use the word house loosely here. It’s actually more like a mansion, although all of the rooms in the east wing have been boarded off for as long as I can remember. The only rooms we actually use are the ones in the west wing, but that’s plenty of space for the thirteen of us (me, Gran, and the cats). It’s exactly the sort of house you’d expect someone with eleven cats to live in.

Because of the enormous house, a lot of people assumed Gran was rich. I couldn’t have said for sure, not back then, but what I did know was that there always seemed to be more than enough money for all of the things she and I (and the cats) needed. She probably could have afforded to hire someone to spruce up the front yard and give the house a fresh coat of paint, but those kinds of things never occurred to her. Money and appearances didn’t matter to Gran.

Gran’s car—actually, I thought of it as my car because I was the only one who ever drove it—was perfectly in keeping with the general theme of things in Gran’s world; it was an ancient Oldsmobile that was once powder blue before the rust stains obscured most of the paint job. She’d had the car for the entire time we’d lived together, and I couldn’t recall her ever taking it in for a service, or even a wash. But even though it looked like a car you might see abandoned on the side of the freeway, I’d never had the slightest bit of trouble with it. Thank goodness, because I wouldn’t have had any idea what to do if anything ever did go wrong. I’ve never been into cars.

It was a short drive from Gran’s house to Grant Avenue, where I lucked into a parking spot directly in front of Sully’s Bakery & Cafe.

Sully’s was bustling, as it always was at this time of the morning. I could see Nate rushing around frantically behind the espresso bar, his untidy head of brown hair bobbing up and down as steam hissed, metal clanged, and acoustic guitar music floated in the background. The crowd of people gathered impatiently around the coffee pick-up area reminded me of the cats lurking outside my door in the morning. I breathed in the scent of coffee and waited patiently for a lull so I could catch Nate’s eye.

Nathan Whitting was my best friend since the first day of first grade, right after I moved here from England. Our friendship sprung, at least initially, from the simple fact that Nate was the only kid in the class who didn’t seem to find my accent tease-worthy. In fact, it was Nate who taught me how to speak American English like a true, apple pie–loving Pilgrim. Sometimes, even now, when I pronounce certain words, I can hear a bit of his voice in mine.

My accent, along with all other things British about me, were long gone by my seventeenth birthday. By then, I was so much of an American that the thing I loved most in the world—my addiction, my obsession, the true love of my life—was coffee.

I still suffered through the occasional cup of tea for Gran’s benefit; she never would have forgiven me if she knew my true feelings on the matter, not to mention the extent of my dependence on caffeine. But I could not deny my total and unrestrained passion for a good, strong cup of coffee.

Which is why I loved that my best friend worked in a coffee shop. Nate fed my coffee habit in return for a ride to school every morning.

When he’d finally managed to appease the last member of the anxious crowd in the pick-up area, Nate looked up and gave me a wave. “One sec!” he called, dumping a pile of grinds into the largest of the three drip coffee machines behind the counter. “The birthday girl deserves fresh coffee!”

Sully, the café’s owner, looked up at Nate from behind the cash register. “Birthday girl?” he repeated. His long dreadlocks, which were gathered into a loose ponytail at the back of his head, swung in my direction. “Addy, is it your birthday?”

“Yup,” I admitted, swallowing in embarrassment as the dozen or so people who were lined up and waiting to give Sully their orders all turned in unison to scowl at me.

My cheeks flushed even more as Sully waved me to the front of the line. I could hear grumbling behind me as he took his time considering the array of pastries behind the counter. He finally decided on cream cheese morning buns, these giant, swirly muffins with cream cheese in the middle. My favorite.

Sully dumped three of them into a bag and handed them to me, waving off my attempt to pay him. “Coffee’s on the house too,” he said firmly. “Happy birthday, sweetheart.”

“Thanks,” I said. Then I frowned; a flash of silver had caught my eye. I squinted and watched carefully as a sparkly, silver blob began to bounce around on Sully’s shoulder. With each bounce, the features of the blob grew more and more defined until there was definitely, no question about it, a tiny silver frog hopping up and down underneath Sully’s right ear.

“Addy, are you okay?”

At the sound of Sully’s voice, the frog gave a great heave of its long back legs and rocketed itself up to Sully’s right temple. From there, it disappeared beneath the café owner’s thick, black dreadlocks.

I blinked.

“How did you do that?” I asked him breathily.

“Do what?” Sully asked, looking warily down at his right shoulder, where I was still staring.

The man directly behind me, who had been next in line until I butted in, cleared his throat pointedly. I stepped awkwardly out of the way, clutching my bag of morning buns and wondering why no one else seemed to have noticed the frog.

Sully laughed. “Nate, get some coffee in her,” he ordered. “Girl’s seeing things.”

“Sure thing, Boss,” Nate said, suddenly appearing at my elbow and holding two cardboard cups in Sully’s sleeves. “I’m out of here. Back at four thirty.”

“See you then. Happy birthday, Addy.” Sully nodded at me, with a look of slight concern on his face, before turning his attention back to the paying customers.

I barely managed to nod back as Nate steered me out the door. Outside, I shook my head to clear it. The cool, morning air made me feel better almost immediately, and I laughed quietly at myself.

Caffeine deprivation. That had to be it.

Reading my mind, Nate slipped one of the coffee cups into my free hand. “Here you go. Just how you like it.”

“Thanks,” I said. I set it on the roof as I unlocked the driver’s side door, and I ignored Nate’s exaggerated, disapproving sigh as he opened the door on the passenger side.

“It’s so sad,” he said as we both wedged our coffees into the cup holders between the front seats.

“What is?” I asked, resignedly.

“You,” Nate accused, as he dumped his school bag in the back seat and stretched his legs out to their fullest extent underneath the dash. Nate was within an inch of my height, and I was not tall. “You. You have a full espresso bar and a superbly trained barista completely at your disposal, day after day, and yet all you ever want is plain jane, black coffee with a few drops of nonfat milk.”

I smiled in spite of myself, started the car, and backed carefully onto Grant. Nate and I’d had this argument almost every day for the past year, ever since I got my driver’s license and started picking him up in the mornings for school.

“I can’t help it if I actually like the taste of coffee,” I told him haughtily. “I don’t need to cover it up with all that foam, sugar, and flavored junk. That nonsense is for people who don’t actually like coffee. They’ve just been socially conditioned to drink it every morning.”

I nodded meaningfully to the drink in Nate’s hand, which, unless I was very much mistaken, was a half caf, no foam, low fat, extra hot, caramel macchiato. He rarely started his day with anything else.

Nate brought the cup directly underneath his nose and inhaled deeply. “This, my dear, is a work of art I would never expect a Philistine like yourself to appreciate. Silence please, as I give it its proper attention.”

I laughed as I made a U-turn and headed toward school.

——
 

I parked Gran’s Oldsmobile carefully in my assigned spot in the Marin County High School parking lot. Nate and I had just started the walk up to school when, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a blur of olive skin and smoky black curls hurtling in my direction. I barely had time to shove my coffee safely into Nate’s hand before Olivia threw herself at me and hugged me tightly around the waist—which was a little bit awkward, considering she’s about six inches taller than me.

“Happy birthday!” Olivia enthused, squeezing me so tightly I gasped for air.

When she finally let go, I reeled for a moment. “Thanks,” I wheezed.

Olivia beamed down at me. Then her face grew serious, and she turned suddenly panicky eyes on Nate. “You remembered to get tonight off, didn’t you?” she asked. There was a slightly hysterical edge to her voice, which was not unusual for her.

“Yes, my beautiful,” Nate assured her as he put my coffee cup back into my hand. “Of course I did. Your six phone calls last night did not go unnoticed. Sully’s letting me off at six thirty.”

Nate had always been somewhat infatuated with Olivia. I used to be pretty sure his constant flirting would eventually take a turn toward the truly romantic, but lately I’d begun to think it was not so much Olivia herself who fascinated him as much as it was her passionate commitment to thoroughly enjoying, and thoroughly dramatizing, each and every moment of her life.

“Good,” she said with obvious relief, her face breaking into a wide, dimpled grin. “Then Addy’s Birthday Night can commence!”

“What?” I asked suspiciously. So far, all I’d been told about our plans for the evening was that my presence was required. I was itching for details.

They ignored me.

“You’re driving, right?” Nate asked Olivia.

“I’ll pick you up at exactly six thirty, then we’ll swing by Addy’s house. We should have just enough time to get there and back and still have Addy home by ten.”

“And where is ‘there’?” I asked, groaning inwardly at the mention of my curfew. Gran’s one and only household rule was that I had to be home every night by ten o’clock—it didn’t matter if it was a school night, a weekend night, or New Year’s Eve, I still had to be home by ten on the dot. Or else.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” Olivia said, as she finally turned to include me in the conversation. “It’ll be fun. You will be exhausted well before your curfew, I promise.”

“And, quite possibly, extremely ill,” Nate added, with a smile.

I had no idea just how right they would turn out to be on both counts, and neither did they; standing there in the school parking lot, we all thought we were joking.

“Oh, and one more thing, totally unrelated to birthdays,” Olivia continued as we headed up to school. “There’s a meeting after school today for the cast and crew of The Last Will and Testament of Mrs. Harriet J. Goodrich. You guys are coming, right?”

Nate laughed. “Could you possibly have made the name of your play any longer, Olivia?”

She smacked him playfully. “When you write a play, you can title it whatever you want.”

But Nate would not be derailed; he turned to me with mock disgust. “She writes the thing, casts herself as the lead, and now she has to organize the tech crew as well. Can you say ‘control freak’?”

“I’m just trying to make sure we get the best people!” She bristled, then took Nate’s arm and bent down to nuzzle her curly head against his shoulder. “Please? Say you’ll be my stage manager?”

“I already promised you weeks ago.”

“And you’ll come to the meeting today?”

“As long as it’s short; I have to be at work by four thirty.”

“Great.” Olivia dropped his arm. “You too, Addy? It will be short—it’s just to sign up and pick up rehearsal schedules.”

“Sure,” I said, looking down at my watch. It wasn’t even eight o’clock. My first period, precalculus, didn’t start until a quarter after eight. But I shifted my book bag a bit anxiously anyway.

Olivia caught my eye and gave me a knowing grin. “See you at break, Addy,” she said, and grabbed Nate’s arm again. “Say goodbye to Addy, Nate.”

“Bye, Addy,” Nate said obediently.

I waved and turned in the direction of precalculus.

“Addy?”

I turned back around; Nate was trailing his foot uncomfortably along the ground.

“Um, are you going to eat all three of those morning buns?”

——
 

Two morning buns lighter, I finally arrived at precalc. As usual, I was the first person there. My assigned seat was in the back of the room, and I took my time draping my coat over the back of the chair and arranging my notebook, textbook, coffee, and pastry on the desk in front of me. I sat down and took a large bite of the morning bun, hoping I could finish it before I got busted for eating in the classroom.

I know what you’re thinking—who rushes to be the first person to precalculus? I promise you, my eagerness has absolutely nothing to do with the subject itself; I hate math and always have. Precalculus in particular. There was only one thing on earth that could make me walk into the class more than one second before I had to.

Lucas Stratton.

It’s funny; I never thought of myself as the type of girl who was capable of losing her mind over a guy. I’d never been that kind of girl before, so believe me, I was as shocked as anyone when I walked into precalc on the first day of the school year, a little over two months ago, and WHAM! There he was, sitting in the second row. He might as well have stood up and slapped me in the face, because that’s how hard his mere presence hit me. My heart started beating like I’d just downed twelve cups of coffee and then immediately run a marathon. I was sweating like I had just run a marathon too—I sweated my way through two layered tank tops and a shrug sweater in the five minutes after I first laid eyes on him.

I have no idea how I made it through the first class with him. My seat was four rows behind him and two rows to the left, which definitely helped; it gave me a perfect view of the side of his face. I don’t think I took my eyes off of him for the entire period.

When it was over, after I watched him gather up his books and leave the room, I felt like I’d been run over by a truck and left for dead on the side of the road. I was achy and exhausted (not to mention soaked through) and had absolutely no desire to do anything but follow him out of the door, anywhere in the world he wanted to lead me.

Are you disgusted with me yet?

Wait, it gets better.

I really figured it would pass. I mean, how could I possibly have that intense of a reaction to someone, day after day after day? Especially when I’d never actually spoken to the person. I mean, something based on mere looks couldn’t possibly have any kind of staying power, could it?

Apparently, it could.

At least by my birthday, I’d finally got the sweating thing under control, thanks to the extra-strength deodorant that (mortifyingly) I had to have prescribed by my doctor. The out-of-control heart beating seemed to have died down a bit too, but there was absolutely nothing I could do about the wild surge of emotion that hit me the second we were in the same room together. Every time I saw him, I zeroed in on him like a radar beam and completely lost my ability to function like a normal human (which, if you’ve been peeking ahead in the story, you might find a bit ironic).

I didn’t know what it was about him, not exactly. He wasn’t particularly tall, but neither was he short. His brown hair was a bit longer than what was currently fashionable, but it suited him. And there was definitely no denying that his deep, penetrating green eyes were the stuff of which romance novels are built on.

I know you’re not normally supposed to refer to guys as “beautiful,” but there was just no other way to describe Lucas Stratton.

And I was definitely not the only one who felt that way.

His appearance in our midst at the beginning of this year was cause for the greatest upheaval among the female population of Marin County High since the arrival of the charming, godlike Paul Green in the middle of our freshman year. And believe me, until Karinda Walsh managed to attach herself, squidlike, to Paul and make it clear to every other female in range that he was hers, this school was like a seething pot full of venomous, near-to-boiling estrogen, which reduced itself to an angry simmer only after Paul was decidedly off the market. Heaven help us if he should ever manage to shake himself loose from Karinda’s death grip.

I never really understood what was so great about Paul. But now that I’d experienced the magnetic lure of Lucas Stratton, I could almost understand the nearly-maniacal gleam in Karinda Walsh’s eye whenever another girl stood too close to Paul.

Feel free to be disgusted with me. Nate and Olivia certainly were. But I was way past being disgusted with myself.

What does any of this have to do with being early to precalc? Well, for reasons I didn’t quite understand (I mean, he couldn’t actually like precalc, could he?) Lucas was always early to first period. I discovered this four days into the school year, when I accidentally arrived early myself. Now I came early on purpose, every day, to sip my coffee and spend between seven and eight minutes alone with him.

We’ve never actually spoken. Not once. But those seven to eight minutes of totally uninterrupted, quiet alone time with the back of Lucas’s head were my favorite seven to eight minutes of the entire day.

It didn’t even usually bother me when the other students started to come in. The only thing that interrupted my precious few minutes of bliss every morning was,

Unavoidably . . .

Her.

Well, obviously he had a girlfriend. Just as Paul Green had been quickly snatched up by Karinda Walsh (the school beauty of that era), Lucas Stratton had been similarly ensnared by this era’s beauty, less than a week into the school year.

I hated her, of course, but my bad feelings toward Emily Archer actually started way before Lucas transferred to Marin County High. You see, Emily and I were friends once. A long time ago.

Actually, I’m not sure what bothered me more; Emily’s ability to get her well-manicured mitts on the boy who had a starring role in all of my fantasies, or the sad fact that the object of my affection appeared unable to get enough of her airheaded ways. How did he fail to see through her totally transparent façade and actually fall for her?

It was a mystery that tortured my brain, and that I feared I would never solve.

I like to think there was some chance, however small, that had I managed to make Lucas aware of my existence sooner, he might have picked me instead. I may be more unconventional-looking than Emily (the corn-silk blonde, blue-eyed angel), but I’m not hideous. Not really.

Sure, I would have preferred to look like Emily, but I don’t recall ever being asked my opinion about it. My eyes are blue-green, which sounds like it would be pretty but in reality looks sort of confused, like my eyes couldn’t decide which color to be, so they opted for a sloppy combination of the two leading contenders. My hair also had some trouble settling on just one color and ended up as a strange blend of blonde and red. Indecision is sort of the defining feature of my look, and (perhaps typically) I kind of go back and forth about whether that makes me look interesting or just strange.

Okay, so Emily most definitely had me beat in the looks category. I might have been able to edge her out in a few other areas, but I didn’t have the guts to even try, and now I’d never know. Because if Paul still hadn’t gotten away from Karinda after two years, it seemed very unlikely Lucas Stratton would manage to extricate himself from Emily’s clutches before we all graduated.

At that moment, as if to illustrate my point, a slight flickering of the lights brought me back to reality just in time to see the two of them arrive to class together. They slipped into their seats four rows ahead of me a mere three minutes before the bell rang—so not only did I get less time than usual with my crush, I had to spend that time watching him with her.

I couldn’t even eat the second half of my morning bun. I felt like I was going to throw up.

My stomach did not improve, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it, as much as I tried to concentrate on Ms. Fetterly-Dinsmore’s droning explanation of last night’s homework. I was almost relieved when three annoyingly perky cheerleaders bounced into the room, pom-poms swishing, and gigglingly asked if they could have “just a moment of the class’ time.”

Ms. Fetterly-Dinsmore agreed. She had to; this was first period, the only period that student groups were allowed to interrupt with announcements.

The cheerleaders had two posters with them. The first depicted a cougar (our school mascot) ripping apart a puny-looking shark. The second had the words KILL THE SHARKS written out in gobs of blue glitter.

“As you all know,” the shortest and chunkiest of the three cheerleaders began, “tomorrow night our very own Marin County Cougars will take on the Sonoma County Sharks. It is by far the greatest rivalry of the year, and everybody has to be there to cheer our Cougars on!”

“Yeah!” Terrance Seaver, a spiky-haired junior, yelled from the back of the room. His voice was dripping with sarcasm, perfectly in keeping with the staggeringly low level of school spirit at Marin County High.

But the cheerleader seemed to be spurred on by his outburst. “Be sure to come early for the rally! Principal Chatsworth has given us special permission to have a bonfire—yes! a real, honest to goodness bonfire!—on the empty lot next to the football field!”

“In the middle of the day?” Terrance inquired loudly.

“At five,” the chunky cheerleader corrected him.

“It won’t be dark then,” Terrance pointed out. “It’s kind of weird to have a bonfire when it’s still light out, don’t you think?”

The cheerleaders looked at each other.

“It will be dark enough,” the chunky one answered, glaring at Terrance. “And it is going to be awesome.”

Terrance shrugged, and the cheerleaders appeared at a loss.

“Ladies?” Ms. Fetterly-Dinsmore finally prompted them, after a moment of awkward silence. “Do you have anything else?”

Reluctantly, the three reached behind them in unison and picked up identical Hula-Hoops that had been painted blue and white, our school colors. Terrance’s jabs had clearly taken the wind out of their sails, and even though it was obvious that leading the class in a spirited cheer was the last thing on earth any of them wanted to do right then, they took a valiant stab at it anyway:


We’re the mighty Cougars


And we’re here to say


We’re the ones to kick your butts,


Any day!


We’ll kick ’em on the field,


We’ll kick ’em in the pool,


We’ll kick the butts of anyone,


Who dares take on our school!


’Cause we’re the Cougars


C-C-C-Cougars


Give it up for,


The Cougars!


C-C-C-Cougars


Let me hear you say,


The Cougars!


C-C-C-Cougars!


Number one!



 

I screamed.

And it wasn’t because of the annoying song, or because I find cheerleaders (particularly ones who hold Hula-Hoops inexplicably aloft, over their heads) hard to put up with.

It was because of the enormous silver cougar that suddenly jumped through the center Hula-Hoop.

I watched, glued to the back of my seat in shock as it landed, light as a feather, beside Ms. Fetterly-Dinsmore before it bounded down the center aisle and headed straight toward the glass window that made up the back wall of the classroom. It jumped straight through the window, shattering it with an earsplitting crash and showering the back few rows of students with shards of broken glass.

I screamed again as I ducked and threw my arms protectively over my head. My Sully’s cup, still clenched in my right hand, lost its lid, and lukewarm coffee spilled down my back in a damp trickle.

I stayed like that, with my head buried beneath my arms and coffee dripping down the back of my sweater, for a good long moment before two things dawned on me:
 

   1. I hadn’t felt a single shard of glass fall on me, and

   2. I was pretty sure I hadn’t heard anybody else scream.

My two thoughts were immediately confirmed when I raised my head and found Ms. Fetterly-Dinsmore, three stunned cheerleaders, and all thirty of my fellow classmates staring at me in horror.

I twisted around in my chair. The window was all in one piece, exactly as it had been. There was no cat-shaped hole in it, nor was there any sign of broken glass. Anywhere.

“Miss Russell?” Ms. Fetterly-Dinsmore asked hesitantly, from the front of the room. Then, when I didn’t respond right away, “Addy?”

I turned back around; everyone was still staring at me. If the window behind me really had been shattered by the cougar, I probably would’ve taken this opportunity to jump through it and escape. But it hadn’t been, and I doubted I could get through it as easily as the giant cat had. I was trapped.

I racked my brain for something to say, something to satisfy all of those staring eyes and make the room forget about me. But my brain was too preoccupied just then to help me.

The seconds ticked by. The fluorescent light above my head flickered and hummed, and the room continued to stare, unblinkingly, in my direction, while I stared dumbly back.

God, I hate precalc.

“Sorry,” I said finally. Then I had a sudden flash of inspiration. “I, uh . . . spilled my coffee.” I held up my lidless, dripping coffee cup.

Somebody giggled.

“Sorry,” I said again.

“That’s why we don’t allow food or drinks in class, Ms. Russell,” Ms. Fetterly-Dinsmore scolded, more gently than normal, since she was clearly worried about me. “Are you sure you’re okay? Do you need to go to the ladies’ room? Or maybe the nurse?”

“No,” I said, as two more people giggled. I could feel the back of my sweater sticking to me where the coffee had soaked it; not even a trip to the dry cleaner was going to save the sweater now. “I’m fine. Really. Thank you.”

Ms. Fetterly-Dinsmore shrugged and turned back to the board. I sighed with relief as the cheerleaders shuffled out the door and, one by one, my classmates turned back around to the front of the room.

Except for one person. Of all people, it was Lucas Stratton who remained halfway turned around in his chair, eyes fixed on me long after everyone else had lost interest. I looked away, determined not to stare back at him, but not before I noticed that his expression was not horror-struck like everyone else’s had been. Instead, the look on Lucas’s face was strangely . . . curious. As though he was pondering something absurd, something he could hardly bring himself to believe.

“Lucas?” Ms. Fetterly-Dinsmore said warningly.

He turned back around, after giving me one last, unbelieving look.
  

2

——


Hello/Goodbye
 

I TRIED NOT TO FLAT-OUT RUN from the room when the bell signaling the end of precalc finally rang, but I somehow managed to be the first one out of the door anyway. Luckily, there was no one else in the bathroom when I ran inside, dumped my bag on the floor of the closest stall, and emptied my stomach into the toilet.

I finished retching and managed to get myself off of the bathroom floor before I heard the first person come through the bathroom door behind me. I sat on the toilet, shivering violently for a solid two minutes before I was able to get it together, flush my mess away, and shakily let myself out of the stall.

“Um, there’s something on the back of your shirt,” a sophomore whose name I did not know pointed out helpfully, while I splashed water onto my sheet-white face.

I twisted around in front of the mirror to get a better look at the brown stain, which by then had spread all the way across the back of my new white sweater. Apparently, the only part of the whole “cougar-in-my-math-class” hallucination that had been real was when I’d spilled my coffee.

And my jacket, which would have covered the stain perfectly, was still hanging on the back of my chair in precalc. Some birthday I was having.

I threw some more water on my face and headed for my locker.

I was in the unlucky half of the junior class “randomly” selected to have a locker on the bottom level, which means I had to squat down on the ground several times a day to retrieve my books. It was usually a bit annoying, but after the strange events of the morning, I was glad to sink to my knees on the cool concrete and rest my head briefly against the metal door of my locker.

But the second I heard Emily’s exaggerated, ditzy laugh, I snapped my head up. I fumbled for the lock, spun the correct numbers into place, and jerked my locker door open.

Emily’s locker was three down from mine, on the top level for the third year in a row (whether from dumb luck or an ability to flirt with influential school administrators, I’d never know). Usually, I was happy to find Emily at her locker, because it meant Lucas Stratton would almost certainly be along soon to walk her to class. Usually, I was thrilled that my proximity to Emily’s locker tended to land me in proximity to Lucas as well.

But not right then. This was the first moment in a very long time I had absolutely no desire to be near him.

He was there anyway, leaning casually against the locker to the left of Emily’s, the books for his next class already in hand, as she chatted inanely at him and fussed around with something inside her bag. The well-defined muscles of his arms and chest were visible through his thick gray sweater, and even though he stood perfectly motionless, he still somehow managed to exude a smooth fluidity, which I knew from careful observation was even more pronounced when he moved. I’d never heard of Lucas participating in any kind of school sport—I wondered, not for the first time, how he stayed in such good shape. He didn’t seem like the type who spent all of his free time at the gym.

I unzipped my school bag, pulled out my lunch, and stuffed it onto the top shelf of my locker, trying hard to think of anything besides Lucas. I looked at my watch and realized, with a start, that I should be hurrying. My pit stop in the bathroom had eaten up three of the five minutes I had between periods, and my second period Spanish class was on the opposite side of the school, as far from my locker as you could possibly get.

In my sudden rush to exchange my math materials for my Spanish ones, I somehow managed to drop my one and only pen behind the row of books at the bottom of my locker.

With a sigh, I reached my right hand back as far as it would go into the depths of the rusty metal rectangle. It wasn’t far enough, so I hunched over even more and, bracing myself against the side of the locker with my left hand, jammed my arm still farther into the abyss, straining to reach the floor on the other side of my books.

And that was the position I was in, crouched awkwardly on the ground with my right arm thrust into my locker up to the shoulder and my face squished against the top of the door frame, when I heard it.

“Hello.”

I froze, just as my fingers closed around the pen.

It was a voice I had heard many times—answering questions when called on in class, speaking casually to Emily—but it was never a voice that had been directed at me before.

I’m not quite sure how I knew he was speaking to me then. I wasn’t looking in his direction, and he could have easily been talking to any one of the dozen people walking through the hallway behind me. But he wasn’t speaking to them; he was speaking to me. I knew this with a strange, alien sense of certainty that felt very out of place inside of my usually skeptical head.

Almost as though it was out of my control, my head panned slowly up and to the left, in the direction of the voice.

Lucas Stratton’s green eyes were peering down at me, around the side of Emily’s locker.

“Hello,” I said back, dropping my eyes automatically until I was staring intently at the concrete floor, midway between where he and Emily were standing and I was kneeling. The fingers of my right hand clenched around my recovered pen like it was a live grenade that would detonate upon dropping. I could feel myself starting to sweat.

I’m not going to lie; I’d had a few fantasies about how my first, official conversation with Lucas Stratton would start. But not a single one of them included him catching me trying to crawl inside my own locker (especially on the day I had a giant coffee stain down my back), immediately after I’d just vomited, and not too long after I’d brought our first period class to a screeching halt with a public hallucination.

No, this was definitely not how I’d pictured it.

Needless to say, I couldn’t bring myself to look up at him again. Instead, I slowly pulled my arm out of my locker and forced my fingers to uncurl themselves and drop the pen. That seemed to go okay, but I could still feel him peering down at me. Instead of returning his gaze, I dragged my eyes up from the pavement and, ever so cautiously, up the front of the three lockers between mine and Emily’s.

As soon as my gaze fell on Emily’s open locker door, her head appeared around the side, eyes hard and ready to do battle with whatever had snatched Lucas’s attention away from her. But when she saw it was me—just me, nothing like the threat she had been expecting—her face relaxed into a bored, half smile.

“Oh, hey, Addy,” she said. Then she frowned again, but only slightly. “Did you just move lockers or something?”

“No,” I replied, very carefully keeping my eyes on the side of her face; an inch to the left, and they would find Lucas, and then I would hyperventilate and die. “I’ve had this locker since the beginning of the year.”

“Oh.” Then, as though to make up for the fact that she had been oblivious to the proximity of our lockers for the past two months, she prattled on conversationally. “So, did you and Nate go to homecoming together?”

“What?” I asked. Even without looking at him, I could tell Lucas was still staring at me from the other side of Emily; his gaze was distracting, but it didn’t keep me from registering there was something odd about her last question. The homecoming dance had been two weeks ago; Nate, Olivia, and I had spent the evening in Olivia’s basement, watching And Then There Were None so Olivia could channel Agatha Christie and put the finishing touches on her own whodunit script. Actually going to the dance hadn’t occurred to any us.

“You know, homecoming?” Emily prompted me when I continued to stare at her blankly. “I didn’t see you there, but you went with Nate, right?”

The assumption behind Emily’s question suddenly hit me, in spite of Lucas’s ability to short circuit my brain.

“Nate? Why would I go to a dance with Nate?”

“Oh,” Emily said again, looking embarrassed. “I just thought . . . I mean, you guys are always together, so I thought—”

“ . . . that we were a couple?” I finished for her. The absurdity of the thought finally shook me out of my stupor. I shoved my precalc book into my locker and began fumbling around for my Spanish text.

“Hey, I’m not the only one!” Emily said defensively. “A lot of people think you guys are together, don’t they Luc?”

She looked appealingly at him. He was still watching me, and I was beginning to wish it really was possible to crawl all of the way inside of my locker.

“Luc,” Emily said, after a long moment had gone by and he had said nothing. She raised her voice, obviously annoyed at having to repeat herself. “Don’t people think Addy and Nathan Whitting are together?”

“Hmmmm,” he said noncommittally. His eyes never left me.

With a sudden flash of annoyance—didn’t he know it was rude to stare, even at people whose spontaneous mental problems had just recently manifested themselves before his very eyes?—I grabbed the first book I could snatch up and slammed my locker door shut. “Nate and I are just friends,” I told Emily, stuffing the book into my bag without looking at the cover. I didn’t care. I just wanted to get out of there. “We’ve been friends for a long time.”

“I know,” Emily replied. “That’s why I thought . . . oh, never mind.” She closed her locker with an exasperated sigh and turned away from me.

I flung my bag over my shoulder and got to my feet, turning in the direction of Spanish class.

“Goodbye,” came Lucas’s voice from behind me.

I turned back around and this time I stared directly into his eyes, the same way he’d been inexplicably staring at me all morning. His body was relaxed, still leaning against the row of lockers, and there was a mild, pleasant expression carved into his flawless face.

But his eyes—you know when people say they can practically see the wheels turning inside someone’s head? Well, that’s exactly what I saw in Lucas Stratton’s unbelievably gorgeous eyes just then. His wheels were going a mile a minute.

And it was something about me that had gotten them turning.

“Bye,” I said curtly. Ripping my eyes away, I marched toward Spanish.

——
 

Somehow, even after the episode at my locker, I managed to make it to Spanish on time. I did not, however, manage to get my Spanish book there with me; the book I had hurriedly grabbed out of my locker turned out to be my AP U.S. history text. There was no hiding my mistake from the notoriously detention-happy Señora Castigo, but I managed to talk her into forgiving my uncharacteristic infraction, just this one time.

Later, I also managed to keep my lunch down, and I saw no more frogs. The only cats I saw were the cougar mascots on the many posters, reminding us of tomorrow’s game against Sonoma.

Lucas continued to stare at me strangely whenever we were in the same room. But thankfully I sat behind him in the two other classes we shared, and I only had to put up with his strange glances at the very beginning and end of both periods. At least he seemed to be the only one staring—everyone else appeared to have forgotten my little freak-out in math class and had moved on to gossiping about more interesting things.

By the time I met Nate and Olivia in front of the school auditorium for the tech crew meeting, I’d managed to convince myself that Lucas’s disturbing, newfound fascination with me was only payback for the two months I’d spent doing nothing but stare at him. Fair enough. Let him get back at me. Let him think I was crazy. What did I care?

I was amazed to discover I didn’t care. If it took a day of seeing weird things and one vomiting incident to break the crazy spell he had over me, that was fine. I was cured. I was free! It was definitely worth it.

The thought put me in such a good mood that when Mrs. Grimsby, our surly and generally unpleasant drama teacher, asked for a volunteer to be prop master, I immediately raised my hand. She pursed her sourpuss lips in my direction, handed me a rehearsal schedule, and promptly declared the tech crew meeting to be over.

“This is better than I thought,” Nate said, examining the schedule as we walked through the nearly deserted school parking lot toward my car. Olivia had stayed behind to ask Mrs. Grimsby something about tomorrow’s rehearsal, after reminding us both we needed to leave my house that night by half past six at the absolute latest. “Olivia made it sound like stage manager was such a big deal, but it says here I only have to go to three rehearsals, plus the three performances. That’s nothing.”

“Well, there’s not much technical stuff to Olivia’s play,” I explained. “It’s an old-fashioned whodunit. There’s only one set, and we don’t even have to build it. College of Marin is lending us the living room set they used when they did Arsenic and Old Lace last fall.”

“Yeah, hopefully the spring play will be more of a challenge.” Nate let himself into the front passenger side of my car. “Do you think you could drive me to rehearsal tomorrow?”

“Sure.”

I dropped him off at Sully’s, and he reminded me once again that he and Olivia would swing by my house at six thirty.

“Hey, Addy,” he said, lingering beside my car door. “You’re okay, right? Terrance Seaver was telling everyone about math class this morning—”

“I’m fine,” I told him, trying to infuse conviction into my voice. It wasn’t too hard; I did feel fine.

He seemed convinced. He gave me his trademark wave and walked through the door of Sully’s.

——
 

At home, there was an amazing smell coming from the kitchen. I followed my nose through the living room, solemnly greeting the five or six cats lounging on various surfaces.

Gran came through the swinging kitchen door to greet me. “It’s the birthday girl!”

Unlike me, Gran has most definitely not lost her accent; she still speaks exactly like the actors who portray English royalty in movies. But no stuck-up member of the English aristocracy would have dropped her oven mitts on the ground and wrapped me up in a heartfelt hug the way Gran did just then.

“You’re strong!” I gasped.

She laughed, released me, and lifted her right arm into a bodybuilder pose. She patted her bicep, which was invisible inside the puffy sleeves of her blouse. “Not bad for a seventy-five-year-old,” she said.

“What’s all this?” I asked, gesturing to the dining room table behind her. Between the two place settings, there was a giant bowl of homemade gnocchi (covered in what I was willing to bet was my favorite, spicy tomato sauce), a salad with mounds of goat cheese on top, and a huge layer cake with chocolate frosting.

“Didn’t you get my note this morning?” She pulled out one of chairs and gestured for me to sit.

I obeyed; the combination of smells coming from the meal was downright intoxicating, and I could feel my mouth starting to water. “Yes, I did. Thanks for the rose.”

There was a loud ding from behind the closed kitchen doors.

I got halfway out of my seat. “Let me—”

“No, no.” Gran patted my shoulder and placed herself between my chair and the kitchen. She was still smiling, but suddenly she was standing in front of the kitchen door in much the same way guards stand in front of bank vaults. I wasn’t surprised. In all of our years together, Gran had never once allowed me to help her out in the kitchen. In fact, she was so private about her cooking she rarely let me even be in the room with her when she was working.

Gran disappeared behind the door, and I barely had time to settle myself back in my seat before she returned, holding a tray of buttery garlic bread. “I know it’s a bit early for dinner,” she said, putting the bread on the table and taking the seat across from me, “but I thought you’d like some real food before you go out to celebrate with your friends. I assume you’re leaving early?”

“Yup,” I leaned back so I could see the clock over the mantle. “In about an hour. Your timing is perfect!”

“Let’s eat then.”

The thing about Gran is, she was never what you expected. Oh sure, she was a proper, gray-haired old lady who lived in a scary house with eleven cats, raising a foundling relative, but who would think a woman who lived in London for almost her entire life could cook the best Italian food you ever tasted? It was a wonder the two of us managed to stay as thin as we did, with no one else to help us finish all of her amazing food.

As far as I could tell, Gran had no friends of her own. But she was very enthusiastic about mine, always wanting to hear about what was going on in their lives and so on, but she never once encouraged me to invite a single one of them over. Not even Nate. Somehow, I always got the feeling she would prefer me not to ask to have guests over. So I never did.

I was stuffed by the time we got to the cake, but I ate a piece anyway. I was just scraping the last of the frosting off of my plate when a horn beeped outside.

“There’s Nate and Olivia,” I said apologetically, suddenly reluctant to leave Gran.

She smiled as she rose from the table and picked up both of our empty plates. “Have a good time, dear.”

“Thanks for dinner. If you leave the dishes for me, I can do them when I get home.”

Gran shook her head, just as I knew she would. She never let me help with the cleanup any more than with the cooking. But I always offered anyway.

“Back before ten, I assume?” she asked, as I made a beeline for the front door.

“Of course!” I called.

——
 

Nate and Olivia still refused to tell me where we were going, but as Olivia drove us south, toward San Francisco, I started to form an educated guess. The tires on her yellow Prius squealed dangerously as she zipped in and out of lanes on the 101 freeway. Olivia’s driving was always at least as dramatic as everything else in her life.

“She just turned seventeen today, for God’s sake. Let’s try not to kill her yet!” Nate protested from the front seat, grabbing onto the passenger-side door and letting out a silent scream of terror.

“Oh, Grandma, hush,” Olivia said, utterly calm as she narrowly avoided rear-ending an Acura with the audacity to be going a mere seventy miles per hour in the fast lane. We made the usually forty-minute-plus drive to the city in record time, pausing only because of slight traffic just before the Golden Gate Bridge.

Once we finally got onto the bridge, I fidgeted anxiously. I wasn’t a big fan of heights, and being suspended above water always made me edgy. Instead of thinking about it, I pondered to myself for the thousandth time why anyone would call something painted bright red “Golden.”

Olivia zoomed through the Marina District and turned right just before Fisherman’s Wharf. By the time she’d squeezed the Prius into a tiny and very crowded parking garage, I knew my guess was correct. I also knew I would soon be regretting my unusually large dinner.

Nate and Olivia led me straight out of the parking lot and to the Ghirardelli Ice Cream and Chocolate Shop, just underneath the red and white clock tower. There was a line out of the door, but it went quickly; when it was our turn, we bypassed the menu and walked right up to the counter.

“The Earthquake, please,” Nate ordered for us. He and Olivia paid (ignoring my attempt to chip in). We took the receipt from the clerk and scooted along the counter to watch our dessert being made.

We always got the same thing there. The Earthquake was supposed to contain eight large scoops of ice cream, but you could easily push it to at least ten scoops and a few extra toppings with just a teeny bit of flirting.

To that end, Olivia was already leaning seductively over the counter, chatting up the guy who Nate had just handed our receipt to.

“Definitely double fudge and double marshmallow,” Olivia was saying. “And caramel, butterscotch, blueberry, raspberry . . . how many do we have so far?”

“Not nearly enough,” the ice cream guy smiled at Olivia and added two extra scoops of chocolate ice cream and a generous ladle of butterscotch.

But she wasn’t done. She threw an arm over my shoulders and pulled me over in front of him. “It’s my friend’s birthday. And she loves sweets, don’t you, Addy?”

Behind us, Nate snorted with laughter and left to go find a table. I turned bright red and mumbled something unintelligible.

Still grinning at Olivia, and mercifully paying me no attention whatsoever, the ice cream guy grabbed a handful of chocolate cable cars and sprinkled them over the top of our completed sundae.

“Happy birthday,” he said to Olivia, who winked at him and whisked our dessert over to the table Nate had staked out in the corner.

I was already full from Gran’s dinner, but tackling an Earthquake is a team sport, and I wasn’t about to let down my team. So I ignored the uncomfortable feeling in my stomach and proceeded to plow through my third of the plate.

A lot of people at the tables around us—mostly tourists, from the looks of them—gawked at us in fascinated revulsion as we worked our way through the mountain of sticky, cold perfection in front of us. No wonder they’ll give you extra ice cream if you look like you can handle it! We were most definitely a part of the entertainment at Ghirardelli that evening.

When only two rather runny scoops of ice cream remained, floating serenely in a pool of congealed hot fudge, Nate leaned back in his chair and let out a half groan, half burp.

“Don’t you quit on us, Whitting,” Olivia said sternly, although she too had laid down her spoon and was looking a little bit green. “I worked hard to earn those two extra scoops.”

“You mean your scoops worked hard to earn them,” Nate retorted, with a meaningful nod at Olivia’s low-cut shirt.

She made a halfhearted attempt to slap him as he nudged one of the ice cream mounds over toward my part of the plate. It skidded toward me and avoided flying into my lap only by lodging itself against a half-eaten chocolate cable car at the edge of the dish.

“Come on, birthday girl,” Nate said. “One for you and one for me.”

He held his spoon up. I reluctantly raised my own, clinked it once against his, and fell upon the extra scoop I really had no business trying to fit inside of my already cramping stomach.

When we were finally finished, Nate wiped his mouth and, without standing up, bowed dramatically to our audience.

“Show’s over, folks,” he said.

A group of tourists wearing identical purple shirts gave him a disgusted look.

“Present time!” Olivia announced, pulling a carrier bag out from under her coat, where she had been hiding it. The bag was a distinctive shade of pink, which meant it could only have come from Jest Jewels, a store Olivia and I were obsessed with, and that Nate loathed. “It’s from both of us.”

Inside, wrapped in pink tissue paper, was a beautiful leather-bound journal. I grinned over at Nate; I had about a dozen journals at home, which I’d been systematically filling since the age of nine, and I was just about to run out of space in my latest one. Only Nate could possibly have known that. It must have been his idea.

“The book’s not even the good part,” Olivia insisted. “Check out what’s inside.”

I opened the journal to the page marked by a silver chain. On the end of the chain, pressed between the blank pages, was a silver horseshoe charm.

Olivia grabbed it and put the chain around my neck immediately. It was just long enough so when I looked down, I could just see the tiny, perfect charm. “It made me think of you,” she explained.

“Thank you. I love them both,” I tapped the pink label stuck to the back of the journal and cocked an eyebrow at Nate. “I can’t believe you went inside Jest Jewels.”

“I dragged him,” Olivia said proudly, as Nate groaned.

“Everything in there is so . . . pink,” he complained.

Olivia tweaked his nose. “Don’t worry, Princess, we won’t shop there for your birthday.”

I had a bit of a brain freeze as we rolled ourselves outside. I breathed in the cool night air, much colder here than in Marin because of the breeze coming off of the bay, and closed my eyes, trying to fight back the sugar rush that was rapidly taking over my brain.

When I opened my eyes again, my stomach flopped over itself and an odd, hollow, rushing sound filled my ears. I stared, unbelievably, at the scene before me.

The red and white walls of Ghirardelli Square, the sign, and the clock tower were gone. In their place, surrounding us on all sides, were blindingly bright walls of silver. When I shielded my eyes from the glare and looked again, I saw that the “walls” were really just strands of tiny metallic strips that had been woven together. The walls were swaying like curtains in the light breeze from the nearby bay, and yet somehow I still got the impression they were more solid than steel. There was something oppressive, almost fortresslike about those walls—but whether they were keeping us trapped inside or protecting us from something outside, I couldn’t tell.

I was totally unable to look away, but the brightness made my eyes start to ache. I closed them briefly, and the reverberating, metallic glow made strange shadows behind my eyelids until I opened them again. Unlike my hallucinations from earlier in the day, the strange fortress of light did not disappear or run away. It stayed where it was. Bright, solid, and as real to me as the rushing sound inside of my ears.

I looked over at Olivia and Nate; they were watching me curiously.

“Addy?” Nate asked finally. “Your face is white.”

“Can you see it?” I breathed.

They looked at each other.

“See what?” Olivia asked.

Before I could answer, a movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention. I looked up and watched as a half-dozen hazy figures, with wings like bats but as big as eagles, glided overhead and turned around in a lazy curve. Circling us.

I don’t remember falling over, but I vaguely recall Nate diving forward to catch me as the ground rolled and knocked my feet out from under me.

——
 

“No more sugar for you, little girl.”

I blinked. I was flat on my back. My neck was bent up at a strange angle, and my head was resting against something hard, which I realized, as I blinked again, had to be Nate’s knee.

There was a light overhead. For a moment I stared up at it, afraid my hallucination was continuing. But when my eyes adjusted, I realized I was looking at a street lamp—just an ordinary, everyday street lamp—and the harsh, yellowish light it gave off was entirely different than the blazing silver walls of light I’d just seen.

Behind the light, I could see the clock tower—red with lacy white trim. Not silver. And there was nothing flying around overhead except seagulls.

There was a loud bang as Olivia burst through the doors of the Ghirardelli Ice Cream and Chocolate Shop, holding a paper cup in each hand. She dropped to her knees next to me and handed me one of them. “Here, drink this,” she said. Reaching into her back pocket, she produced a napkin and dunked it into the second cup. “Sit her up, Nate.”

He hauled me up into a semi-sitting position and wedged himself behind me so I wouldn’t flop back over.

I sipped the cold water and felt instantly better. Olivia bent my head forward and pressed the water-soaked napkin to the back of my neck. After a moment, I sat up by myself. Olivia removed the napkin and took the empty cup out of my hand.

“Wow,” I said.

“Yeah, wow,” Nate scooted to the side of me, concern all over his face. “Are you okay? You just keeled over.”

“I feel better now,” I said. I did, although the idea of crawling into my bed and sleeping for a year was starting to sound like the best plan in the history of the world.

“Just sit for a minute,” Olivia suggested, dumping the two cups and the napkin into a nearby trash can.

After another minute of sitting, I felt well enough to try walking. Leaning heavily on Nate, I managed to make it back to Olivia’s car, where I was able to stretch out in the dark backseat. “Sorry,” I mumbled. “I don’t think I’m being very fun on my birthday.”

“You’re a blast,” Nate said from the front seat. “Fainting, seeing things, what’s not to love?”

“Nate . . .” Olivia warned.

I shivered, thinking about what I’d seen. Not just that night, but all throughout the day. Multiple hallucinations in a twelve-hour period couldn’t possibly mean anything good.

I fell asleep on the way home but woke up just as Olivia exited the freeway. By the time she pulled up in front of Gran’s house, I was sitting up. I was able to get out of the car, through the iron gate surrounding the house, and up the front stoop all by myself.

“I’ll call you tomorrow!” Nate yelled from the car.

“Rehearsal at noon!” Olivia reminded me with a wave. “Happy birthday, Addy!”

Happy birthday, indeed. I was just relieved the day was finally over. Or it would be, just as soon as I could roll into bed and close my eyes.

I let myself in the front door, just as the clock on the mantle let out eight quiet chimes. Not even close to curfew, but I went right to bed, pausing only to pat the heads of the two cats sitting, sphinxlike, on either side of my bedroom door.

Just before I fell asleep, I had a strange thought: the cougar in my math class and the frog on Sully’s shoulder had both been the exact same shade of silver as the building of light at Ghirardelli Square. How odd.
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Bonfire
 

OKAY, SO YESTERDAY WAS WEIRD.

But it was over now. It was the beginning of a brand new day, and there was absolutely no reason to think anything remotely strange was going to happen to me today.

Now, if I could just muster the courage to get out of bed.

The clock on my bedside table said eleven. This meant I’d slept in later this morning than I had in years. It also meant that if I did not get up soon, I would miss rehearsal. And Olivia would kill me.

And yet I stayed there, huddled under the covers with my favorite blue blanket pulled up to my chin long after I’d woken up, trying very hard to stop all of the strange things I’d seen yesterday from replaying themselves, over and over again, inside my head.

The frog. The giant silver cougar. Lucas Stratton. Ghirardelli Square.

It’s Saturday, I told myself, chasing the disturbing images from my mind. Nothing bad ever happens on a Saturday.

But I still felt no inclination to crawl out from beneath my nice, warm covers and face the world.

In the end, the cats got me up. More particularly, their outraged yowling at my having missed their usual breakfast time was what finally motivated me to throw on a robe and stumble downstairs. After I fed them, I trudged back upstairs and locked myself in the bathroom.

I took the longest shower our hot water supply would allow, twisted my hair into a bun without drying it, and threw on jeans. I added an ancient yellow T-shirt and a black button-down sweater, then headed downstairs.

Gran was waiting for me in the dining room. The bottom drawer of the china cabinet was open, and she held a plastic bag away from her body as though it was emitting some sort of foul odor.

I cringed.

I’d hidden the bag in the china cabinet last week, thinking Gran would never look there because we never had company that required using the good china. And contrary to her expression of revulsion, the bag contained nothing smelly at all—only two bags of Halloween candy and a plastic bowl with a witch’s face on the bottom.

I cringed again when she looked over at me, but the look on her face was more sad than accusatory. This was not, after all, the first October I’d tried to sneak trick-or-treater supplies into the house.

“I don’t know why you bother with this,” she said, handing the bowl and the candy to me. “You know no one ever makes it to the front door.”

“Maybe this year there’s someone new to the area,” I said hopefully, knowing even as I spoke that any kid who might’ve just moved into our neighborhood would probably be even more terrified of our house than the kids who’d lived here their whole lives. I guess that’s what I get for living in a house that always looked like it should be a shoe-in to win “Best Haunted House,” even though we never did any decorating.

Gran shook her head. “I suppose it’s my fault. We never celebrated this ridiculous holiday when you were little, so now that you’re old enough to think for yourself, you can’t get enough of it.”

Gran and I had spent our first Christmas together less than a month after my parents died. Neither of us had felt much like celebrating that year. And somehow, over the years, not celebrating the holidays had become a tradition with us. I was totally onboard with our boycott when it came to Christmas—celebrating that particular time of year had never felt right to me either—but I was not quite as willing as Gran to forgo all major holidays.

Still, I understood why she felt the way she did, so I tried not to flaunt my enthusiasm for Halloween, Thanksgiving, Valentine’s Day, and every other day you could buy a Hallmark card to commemorate.

Halloween was not until Monday, so I had to keep the contraband out of Gran’s sight for another couple of days. I ran back upstairs; by the time I stashed the candy and the bowl in my room, in a drawer where the cats wouldn’t be able to get to them, it was time to pick up Nate for rehearsal. I ran back downstairs and yelled goodbye to Gran, who was humming as she banged around the kitchen.

——
 

Because the school auditorium was being renovated, the second rehearsal for Olivia’s play took place in the school courtyard. The technical crew consisted of only three people: Nate was the stage manager, Terrance Seaver was his assistant, and I was the property manager.

As soon as rehearsal started, Mrs. Grimsby dragged me into the art studio where all of the play’s props were being stored. She parked me in front of a large cardboard box and shoved a script into my hand. On the front, in big letters, it read:


The Last Will and Testament of Mrs. Harriet J. Goodrich

 

By Olivia Barton

 


 

Mrs. Grimsby shook the box so the props inside rattled. “These are the things we got from College of Marin. By the end of the day, I need a list of the props we’re missing. God help us if it’s too many. The lighting has already put us over budget.” She continued to grumble as she hauled Nate and Terrance outside.

I settled myself on the ground beside the box and began leafing my way through the script, highlighting every time a prop was used and noting in the margin whether it was a prop we had in the box or still needed to get. Olivia’s play told the story of a group of people who gather at the country estate of the late Harriet J. Goodrich for a reading of her will and begin to die mysteriously, roughly in the order they were to inherit. Victoria Goodrich, Olivia’s character, was Mrs. Goodrich’s dutiful and adoring niece.

The script was much heavier on dialogue than on sets and props; by the time I made it through the end of the last act, I’d concluded we had pretty much everything we needed, with the exception of the most important prop in any murder mystery—the gun.

“Did they give us anything useful, or is it all junk?” Olivia asked over my shoulder. She rooted through the box and extracted a floppy hat; smiling, she shook it free of dust and placed it atop her head.

“Actually, it’s looking pretty good. We just need a flower vase we don’t mind shattering—one for each performance actually, plus a few extras for rehearsals, I guess. We also need a gun.”

“Oh, I’m taking care of it. The gun, anyway. Mrs. Grimsby wants us to use a stupid water pistol, but I’m trying to talk her into letting us use my dad’s flare gun.”

“A real flare gun?”

“Unloaded, obviously,” she said. “The water pistol is tiny, and it looks stupid on stage. The flare gun is oversized, so it looks like a normal-size gun from the audience. The only problem is that it’s bright orange. We’ll have to paint it black.”

“And your dad’s okay with us using it?”

“He will be, when I get through with him. Oh, and, I meant to ask you earlier . . . are you doing okay? After yesterday, I mean?”

“I’m fine,” I said mechanically, looking down at the script in my lap for a change of subject. “Hey, I can’t believe your character dies!”

“Shhhh,” Olivia raised a conspiratorial finger to her lips. “That’s the best part. Everyone knows I wrote the script, so no one will suspect I’d kill myself off! Plus,” she smiled sheepishly, “I’ve always wanted to do a dramatic death scene.”

“You will die beautifully, my dear,” Nate said, sneaking up behind her.

Olivia smiled at him, grabbed his wrist, and twisted it around so she could see the time on his watch. “It’s late!” she yelped. “I’ve got to find Casey and see if she’ll run lines with me before she leaves.”

As Olivia left to chase after her costar, Nate stuck out his hand and pulled me off of the floor. “Mrs. Grimsby says we can leave,” he said, then added, “I don’t have to work tonight.”

“Do you want to do something?” I asked.

He shrugged. “The rally for the Sonoma game is starting soon. I don’t care about the game, but the bonfire might be kind of cool. If we go check it out, there’s a greater-than-average chance we’ll get to see a cheerleader catch on fire.”

“Ohhh, don’t tease me Nathan Whitting.” I laughed, my thoughts automatically turning to who besides me, Nate, and the potentially flammable cheerleaders would be on hand to help whip the Cougars into a Sonoma-Shark-eating frenzy. A rally didn’t really seem like something Lucas would be interested in. But Emily was probably going, and if she was there, he would probably be there too.

Oh God, I was back to obsessing about Lucas again. The thought that I was finally over him had been one of the only good things about my awful day yesterday. How disappointing that it hadn’t stuck.

The bonfire was being held in the vacant lot adjacent to the football field. By the time Nate and I arrived, there was already a giant pile of wood in the center of the field, surrounded by a pack of cheerleaders holding signs. The football team itself was amassed on the southwest corner of the field, and a few students were staking out their positions around the soon-to-be-blaze by laying down towels and coolers full of food and drinks.

Principal Chatsworth and a horde of faculty volunteers hovered warily on the edge of the field, clutching fire extinguishers.

“This is crazy,” Nate announced. “What’s Chatsworth thinking? This isn’t the Midwest. The entire town is not going to close down because there’s a game down at the ol’ high school. They’ll be lucky if twenty kids show up to this.”

But even as Nate was talking, students were trickling down onto the field. By five p.m., there was standing room only around the still-unlit bonfire.

I spotted Emily’s crowd on the other side of the woodpile from where Nate and I stood. Beside her, as always, was Lucas. He was scanning the crowd, searching for something. Or someone.

I stepped back so I was halfway behind Nate. “Apparently there’s more school spirit at Marin County High than you thought,” I ribbed him.

Nate shook his head. “Don’t kid yourself. A hundred dollars says everyone is here for the exact same reason you and I are.”

“To see a cheerleader catch on fire?” I asked, confused.

He shook his head again.

“Morbid curiosity. I can’t wait to see what Chatsworth does when this thing gets out of control.”

Over Nate’s shoulder, I could see Lucas. He had finally stopped looking around. Emily leaned back against him, and he bent his head down toward her when she looked up to talk to him. My stomach gave an ominous roll, and I was suddenly anxious for this stupid rally to be over with.

A cheer erupted as Coach Rollins approached the pile of firewood and squirted a can of lighter fluid onto it. The cheerleaders kicked their legs and waved around their pom-poms. The cheers turned into roars as Coach Rollins pulled out a box of long matches, lit one, and tossed it dramatically onto the very top of the woodpile.

There was a hushed silence as absolutely nothing happened.

Then, a thin wisp of smoke puffed its way up into the air, and the tiniest of flames sputtered to life, working its way up from the depths of the woodpile.

Thank God we didn’t have a school band, because if we did, it would have burst into triumphant song at exactly that moment. Instead, there was a roar of applause, after which Coach Rollins dragged over a microphone and a portable amp and introduced us to the starting lineup of the football team. As he spoke, the tiny bonfire managed to work itself up into what could charitably be considered a blaze. Principal Chatsworth and his army of volunteer fire fighters edged ever so slightly closer.

“I think Terrance Seaver was right,” I yelled over all of the noise, directly into Nate’s ear. Then, remembering Nate hadn’t been in precalc with me to hear what Terrance had said, I added, “This would have been better after dark!”

As if on cue, the world went dark around me.

I could still hear Coach Rollins rambling on about his team’s prowess, and I could hear my fellow students as they punctuated the coach’s every other word with loud cheers, but I could no longer see them. I couldn’t even see Nate, and he was standing barely two inches to my left. It was like someone had dropped a black shroud over my head. I could’ve believed that was exactly what had happened if it hadn’t been for the bonfire. I could still see it perfectly, smack-dab in the center of the field, struggling to gain momentum and burst into the kind of two-story high flames you see at college football rallies in old movies.

And then it did just that.

The brilliant flash of light momentarily blinded me. I blinked spots from my eyes and tried to focus on the flames, which by now rose high above the vacant lot, far above the heads of the gathered students. When I could see properly again, the flames had turned a brilliant yellow-green and seemed to be spinning around.

That’s when I saw the people.

Not the people around me—there was still nothing but darkness as far as I could see, except for the fire. I’m talking about the people inside the fire; the people who screamed pitifully to be set free as their bodies, freakishly elongated and contorted by the spinning flames, burned alive.

I started screaming too.

I frantically pawed the space beside me where Nate should have been, but my fingers found only empty air. I groped and stumbled, but there was nothing around me but darkness. I was alone. There was nothing there except for me, the fire, and its victims.

There was no one who could save them except for me.

I opened my mouth to scream again, but then a hand touched my shoulder and I whirled around.

“Nate!” I shrieked.

But it was not Nate. Standing behind me, the only person whose face was visible in the surrounding blackness, was Lucas Stratton.
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His Girl Friday
 

LUCAS’S GREEN EYES HELD ME momentarily paralyzed. They were all I could see; as far as I was concerned, they were the only things left in the universe.

Then I became aware of a hand on my shoulder. And then another hand, on my other shoulder. And then I was shaking. Or the hands were shaking. Or we both were.

“Addy! Addy, come with me!”

The hands stopped shaking me and started pulling. My legs reluctantly moved to catch up with my top half as the hands pulled me away from the fire, away from the people being burned alive. Away from—

“Nate!” I screamed, fighting to turn around and get back to him. But the hands kept me firmly on course.

“Nate’s fine,” Lucas’s voice said, as we reached the edge of the vacant lot. “Turn around. See?”

I turned.

It wasn’t dark anymore. The fire was tiny again, and Coach Rollins was bellowing into his microphone, still being cheered on by the gathered students.

Nate was near the edge of the crowd, exactly beside where I’d been standing moments earlier. Had it been only moments? He turned in my direction, a curious expression on his face.

“Wave goodbye,” Lucas ordered. “Smile so he knows you’re okay.”

I looked over at him strangely, and he shrugged.

“I just don’t want him to think I’m kidnapping you,” he explained.

“Is that what you’re doing?” I asked. My throat seemed strangely dry all of a sudden.

“Of course not, Addy. I’m taking you home. Now, wave.”

I stood frozen for a moment longer, entranced at the sound of my name on his lips. Then mechanically, I raised my hand. I could feel the corners of my mouth go up, ever so slightly, as I tried to smile.

Nate waved back, still looking confused.

“We’ll take your car,” Lucas said, guiding me toward the parking lot with one hand underneath my right elbow. Without hesitation, he led me straight to Gran’s Oldsmobile. “Keys?” he asked.

I handed them to him. He opened the passenger door for me and I sat down numbly. The lone thought in my head was that this was only the second time in quite a while that I’d been in the passenger seat of this car.

Lucas sat fluidly behind the wheel and within seconds, we were out of the parking lot and halfway down Grant Avenue.

I turned to look at him. Lucas Stratton. Driving my car.

I was starting to feel a little bit dizzy.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“I told you. I’m taking you home.”

“You know where I live?” And my name? And my car?

“I know a lot of things about you, Addy Russell. For one thing, I know that’s not your real name.”

I let out a shocked noise, something between a laugh and a cough.

“Of course it’s my real name. What are you talking about?”

He was silent for a good, long minute.

“We’ll see,” he said finally, turning left onto Seventh Street.

He did seem to know where I lived; he stopped directly in front of Gran’s house. We both got out of the car and Luc hesitated for a moment at the curb as he took in the overgrown yard and the vine-covered front of the old Victorian.

“It’s not haunted,” I said, suddenly defensive about Gran’s house in a way I never had been before.

He looked over at me and frowned slightly. “I didn’t think it was. Come on.”

He headed for the gate leading to the front walk, but I stepped in front of him before he could reach it.

“Gran doesn’t like houseguests,” I warned him.

But then the front door opened and Gran herself appeared in the doorway.

She looked right past me and stared at Lucas. Lucas stared back.

Gran sighed and shook her head resignedly. “Well, come in,” she said. “There’s no use just standing there gawking at me like a couple of chickens.” She turned and disappeared back inside.

Lucas walked through the gate, up the front steps, and through the front door after her.

Without a single, coherent thought in my head, I followed them both into the house.

——
 

“So, you’ve finally caught up to us, have you? Took you long enough.”

There was an unmistakable note of pride in Gran’s voice, as she set milk, sugar, and a plate of tea cookies on the table in front of us.

“How do you know each other?” I asked. Gran met my eyes briefly, then looked away as she concentrated on pouring tea. Lucas did not look at me. Instead, he leaned forward and addressed Gran.

“It would have been easier for all concerned,” he began, “if you hadn’t—”

“Hadn’t what?” Gran interrupted sharply, setting the kettle down with such violence the table beneath it shook and tea sloshed over the sides of the delicate porcelain cup in front of me. “If I hadn’t taken her away? Hadn’t kept her safe for all of these years?” She made a scoffing sound deep inside her throat, and I drew in a breath; I’d never heard Gran make such a rude noise in my entire life. “What do you know about it, youngling? You’re not much older than she is.”

“Regardless, it’s important that she be kept safe—”

“What does it look like I’ve been doing?” she demanded. “What does she need your protection for when she has me?”

Lucas sighed and stared down at his steaming teacup without touching it. He didn’t say a word, but I could see the muscles in his jaw beginning to clench. Anger, or maybe it was just frustration, gave his already perfect profile an even sharper, more vivid line than usual.

I didn’t reach for my teacup either; my hands were shaking too badly for me to pick it up without spilling. I wanted to say something. But they both seemed intent on ignoring me.

Gran pursed her lips. When she spoke again, her voice had lost the rough, un-Granlike edge it had had just moments before. Her face was kind as she looked at Lucas. “She’s my responsibility, dear. She always has been. It’s what her mother wanted. I did what I thought was right at the time, and I haven’t ever looked back.”

Lucas raised his eyes to her again. “She doesn’t know, then?”

Gran shook her head, and I suddenly snapped out of whatever it was that had been keeping me silent.

“Know what?” I asked loudly. “What are you two talking about?”

But they both continued to ignore me.

“Do you mind telling me how it happened?” Gran asked, her eyes still locked on Lucas. “And when?”

“This past June,” Lucas answered gravely. “At the hospital.”

“Ahhh,” Gran smiled knowingly. “I was worried about that. I should have been more careful—my first lapse in eleven years.”

My head was spinning. June. I had started getting these horrible, sharp stomach pains and Gran had had to rush me to the hospital in the middle of the night to get my appendix taken out. That had been the first time since I got my driver’s license that I’d been in the passenger seat of Gran’s car.

“It wasn’t a total lapse,” Lucas’s voice shook me out of my thoughts. “Only you were seen.”

Gran froze. For a moment, she appeared totally unable to speak. Then she drew a deep breath. “I take it then, since you seem to have found her anyway, that she—”

“Yes,” Lucas said plainly.

Gran lowered her head for a moment. When she raised her chin back up, I could have sworn there were tears in her eyes. “Well then,” she said, and shook her head slightly. “That’s strange, I thought I would be . . . Well, there you go, I suppose.” Her expression tightened, and when she looked at Lucas again, it was with fear. “Do the Others know?”

Something about the way she’d said the name capitalized it inside my head, even back then, when I had no notion of what she was talking about.

“We don’t think so.”

Gran let out a sigh of relief.

“Hello?” I waved my hands in the air. “Did I suddenly disappear or something?”

Gran finally looked over at me. “Something like that, yes. Only not just now. You disappeared eleven years ago, Addy. And I was the one who took you.”

——
 

Lucas looked suddenly uncomfortable.

“I should. Um . . .”

He made a move to get up, but Gran stopped him with an outstretched hand and got to her feet instead. She walked slowly to the bookcase in the corner of the living room. She stood before it for some time before reaching out and extracting a thin, leather volume.

When she came back over to us, she took the chair beside mine and opened the book so it was half in my lap, half in hers. She turned to Lucas. “You’re welcome to stay, so long as you do not interrupt. This is my story to tell, Guardian.”

Lucas nodded solemnly, picked up his tea, and settled back comfortably in his chair, across the table from us.

Rather than follow up on the strange name she’d just called Lucas, because that would inevitably cause me to begin pondering just what he was doing sitting at my dining room table, I looked down at the open photo album.

The picture Gran had opened to was familiar to me.

“This is you, with your mother and father,” she told me unnecessarily, as she’d shown me this picture many times over the years. I’d been about six months old when it was taken; I was sitting up, rather unsteadily, in the middle of a yellow checkered-pattern blanket. The first tufts of my strawberry blonde hair stuck out crazily in every direction. My parents posed on either side of me, each holding a supportive hand behind my back.

My mother had been freckled, just like me, but her hair had been a much deeper shade of red. My father had had very light blonde hair and his nose had been slightly too pointy, just like mine.

“And this,” Gran continued, flipping a few pages forward until she came to another picture that I had seen before, “is your grandmother.”

I looked down at the woman in the picture; the photo was old, so the colors were less than vivid, but it was still easy to tell she had flaming red hair, much darker than mine but exactly the same shade as my mother’s. I wondered why the similarity had never occurred to me before. I remember always thinking that the woman in this picture, who Gran had always described as her best friend, was remarkably small and thin, yet somehow still able to give off the impression that she was as unbendable as a steel rod. There was something in her posture and her severe smile that conveyed a type of strength far beyond stubbornness. The woman was probably only in her mid-thirties, but her period hat and knee-length dress made her appear a bit older to my modern eyes.

“You always told me this was your best friend,” I reminded Gran. I couldn’t help the accusatory tone that crept into my voice. “And that she died.”

“It is. And she did.” Gran turned the page again, opening to another picture I was familiar with; it was of the same redhead, but this time she had her arm looped around the waist of another woman who looked to be about her age. The second woman was taller, with wavy dark hair and a face that was recognizably Gran’s, even though I had only ever known Gran as an old woman. The woman in the photo possessed the kind of beauty that made you believe she would never age; Gran had been a knockout.

“Your grandmother—your real grandmother—was my greatest friend,” Gran said, brushing the side of the redhead’s face with a careful finger. “She was the dearest person to me in all of the world. And that’s why I made a promise to her and to her daughter, that I would be the one to look after you if anything ever went wrong.”

“This is my real grandmother?” I scrutinized the woman next to Gran in the picture and frowned. “I don’t understand. Why don’t I remember her? Why didn’t I go to live with her after my parents died?”

“Because by then, your grandmother was already dead.”

She was leaving something out, I could tell. I looked over at Lucas; he was watching us quietly, sipping his tea, with absolutely no expression on his face. But his eyes looked sad—sad for me. But not the kind of sad I always got when people found out my parents had both died. This was a different sort of sad.

I turned back to Gran and to the picture of her standing beside my real grandmother. “Why did she die?” I asked. “Was she sick?”

Gran drew in a deep breath. “Your grandmother was murdered, Addy. By the same people who murdered your parents. The people who would’ve killed you too, if I hadn’t taken you away.”

I stared at her, suddenly feeling as though all of the air had been sucked out of my lungs. Murdered? I wasn’t a naïve person. At least, I didn’t like to think of myself that way. I watched the news. I knew there were people in the world who preyed on others and that people got murdered all of the time. But not here—not in the world that I lived in. It didn’t happen to people I knew. And now Gran was trying to tell me . . .

“No,” I said flatly. “My parents died in a fire. That’s what you’ve always told me.”

“They did. But the fire was not an accident. It was set deliberately.”

“But why?” I asked. “Who would do such a thing?”

“Oh, you’d be surprised what people would do,” Gran said. “Your grandmother was a very powerful woman, Addy. And powerful people often make just as many enemies as they do friends.”

“I don’t understand,” I told her.

“I know.” Her voice was gentle. “There is a lot to explain. Let me finish the story, all right? After your grandmother was killed, your parents were very worried about something happening to them and even more concerned about you. They went underground—even further underground than they’d been before. They’d always hidden you, Addy. Your parents’ first priority was always to keep you protected. But eventually, your mother began to have a very strong feeling they were about to be found out.

“The night before they died, she asked me to take you away. Just for a little while until things calmed down a bit. I came to their house. I watched you kiss your parents goodbye, and then you and I disappeared. I didn’t even tell your parents where I was taking you; they didn’t want to know. In case anyone tried to make them tell . . .” She trailed off, remembering. “I got the news the very next morning. I had very little time to make a decision. Your grandmother and your parents had many friends,” her eyes flickered up in Lucas’s direction, “who would’ve gladly protected you. I could’ve brought you to them. I strongly considered it. But in the end, I thought the best way to protect you, the most complete way, was to hide you not just from your parents’ and your grandmother’s enemies, but from their friends as well. I thought it would be better if you and I simply left that world behind us completely.

“And so we did. I moved you here, and I’ve managed to keep you hidden for eleven years. And from the very first moment, the moment you put your little hand in mine and followed me out of your parents house on that dreadful night, I’ve loved you just as much as any woman has ever loved a real granddaughter—even more, I imagine. Because I’m one of the very few people in the world who know how truly special you are.”

Tears prickled my eyes. Putting all of my questions aside for the moment, I reached over and hugged her as tightly as I could. She hugged me back, and I could tell she was crying too.

When we finally let go, something Lucas had said earlier popped back into my head. “What’s my real name?” I asked her.

Gran smiled.

“Your real name is Addison Rose Prescott. But your parents never called you Addison when you were little, only Addy. Not many people knew you existed, and among those who did, only a few of us knew your name. So I thought you should keep at least some of the name that your parents gave you. Your last name was the only one I changed.”

“Why Russell?” I asked.

Gran’s smile widened.

“After Rosalind Russell. She was my favorite film star, back when I was your age.”

I thought for a minute, flipping through my mental inventory of the old movies Gran and I had watched together, over the years. “She was in a movie with Cary Grant, right? Where they’re both reporters?”

“That’s my girl,” Gran said proudly.

We were silent for a moment. The lamp beside Lucas flickered, bouncing strange shadows off of his face. He sat quietly, still as a statue, watching us. I was surprised by how unobtrusive his presence was; maybe my Lucas radar was malfunctioning after being in such close proximity to him for this long.

Finally, I asked the question I’d been afraid to ask for more than twenty-four hours, because I didn’t want the answer to be “because you’re crazy.” I wasn’t absolutely sure the answer would relate to our current conversation, although a small part of my brain was forcefully trying to tell me it would, that it had to. In any case, it seemed like an appropriate moment to lay all of my cards on the table, so I blurted it out. “Why have I been seeing things nobody else does?”

Lucas set down his teacup and stood up from his chair. “My turn.”
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Lifting the Veil
 

I DIDN’T WANT TO LEAVE GRAN, not when I still had so many questions, but she rose from the table and pulled me up with her.

“He’ll explain things to you far better than I can,” she told me. “Go with him. You’ll be glad you did.”

Lucas, now at the front door, looked back over his shoulder at us. “Thank you for the tea,” he said to Gran, who nodded formally to him.

I walked over to him, and he held the door open for me.

“Back by ten o’clock, you two,” Gran called after us.

Unbelievable. Apparently there really were no exceptions to my curfew whatsoever.

Lucas still had my keys, and after he opened the passenger-side door for me, he slipped behind the wheel of Gran’s Oldsmobile for the second time that day.

We drove in silence. I began to think about Nate. What must he have been thinking when I suddenly disappeared from his side and reappeared, yards away, with Lucas? Did he think I’d ditched him on purpose? Had he found someone to give him a ride home?

I was so deep in thought I didn’t even notice when Lucas got on 101, and we were passing by Tiburon before I looked up at the unexpected sound of his voice.

“Happy birthday.”

“What?”

“I heard yesterday was your birthday,” he explained, with a small frown. “Did I hear wrong?”

“No. You’re right.”

“Well, I’m sorry I’m a day late wishing you a happy one.”

That plunged me deep into thought again. The idea that Lucas Stratton would feel in any way inclined to acknowledge my birthday, much less feel badly about failing to do so in a timely manner, made my head spin. Somehow, his concern about missing my birthday was even weirder to me than the fact that he was, at this very moment, driving my car. And that he had some strange connection to Gran he was now about to explain to me.

“Where are we going?” I asked him finally as we passed by Sausalito and entered the tunnel I had always referred to as the “rainbow tunnel” because of the design painted on the opposite side.

“Not too much farther,” he said.

Lucas exited 101 just before the Golden Gate Bridge, turned sharply to the right, and then headed up before I could protest. Suddenly, I knew where we were going; I had been there just once before, on a field trip in sixth grade that had since lived on in my mind as the absolute worst field trip of all time. The road we were on led up to the Headlands, the hills on the very edge of Marin. From the top, you get a beautiful view of the Golden Gate Bridge, San Francisco Bay, and the city itself. It’s a very popular tourist spot, but one I preferred to avoid.

Just like the last time I’d been driven to the top, my stomach began to clench as soon as I felt the car start to angle upward. I closed my eyes, knowing it was the view straight down the mountainside and into the churning waters of the bay that was making me react like this. With my eyes closed, maybe I could pretend we were at sea level, that there was not a giant drop underneath our feet, and that a careless step or a failed set of brakes couldn’t send us careening over the edge because there was no edge. We were on the ground. The solid, solid ground.

Except I knew we weren’t. The car was still climbing, and I could feel myself sliding backward, pressing up against the back of my seat. And even though my eyes were closed, I’d passed by this road enough times to have a perfectly clear picture in my head of the way it twisted its way up the face of the mountains and ended abruptly at the very top. The top, where tourists took pictures and the wind gusted fiercely, and you could look straight down, way down—

The car had stopped. I opened one eye.

We’d reached the top, and Lucas was staring at me again.

“Are you okay?” he asked. He was frowning slightly, perhaps with concern. Or maybe he just thought I was odd.

I took a deep breath. I had to be rational about this. I was on a mountain, yes, a very high mountain, but there was absolutely no reason to think I was going to fall off. The wind was not strong enough to pick me up and blow me off, and I wasn’t going to go near enough to the edge to do anything stupid, like trip and fall off. I was fine. I’d survived the trip here in sixth grade, and there was no reason to think I wouldn’t survive it now.

I slowly let my breath out. “Yes,” I answered. “I’m fine.”

He didn’t look convinced but said nothing further as he undid his seatbelt and exited the car.

I followed him, bracing myself for the icy wind. I was pleasantly surprised when I discovered that although it was pretty cold up here, the breeze was light and nowhere near strong enough to pick me up and toss me over the edge.

It was also pretty dark by now, which made it much easier to pretend there wasn’t a perilous drop off of the side of the cliff less than thirty feet to my left. Much better than in sixth grade, when I had had to endure it in the middle of the day. Maybe I could handle this after all.

My confidence increased even more when Lucas began to walk away from the edge, in the opposite direction from the dozen or so tourists who were taking turns snapping photos of each other, using the Golden Gate Bridge as a backdrop. I followed just behind him as he walked several hundred yards away from the car and toward a refreshingly solid-looking concrete circle, one of the old army bunkers left over from when this whole area had been a military fortification.

There was a metal railing circling the edge, which Lucas grabbed onto and used to swing himself up and onto the top of the concrete cylinder.

I hesitated. I had no desire to go even higher up. But the concrete looked like a much more stable surface than the crumbly ground currently beneath my feet. I puzzled over my dilemma for almost a full minute before surprising myself by jumping up and grabbing the metal bar. I swung my legs up and over the edge of the bunker; I was just a tad less skillful about it than Lucas had been.

He was waiting for me at the top, sitting with his legs over the edge and facing what most people would probably consider to be a fabulous view of San Francisco Bay, lit up for the night and without a single shred of its customary fog.

I, however, was doing my very best to ignore the amazing sight before me. Frantically trying to visualize an imaginary brick wall surrounding the entire concrete structure, I crept toward the edge and sat down a few feet to Lucas’s right. I sat cross-legged. No way was I going to dangle my feet over the edge like he was.

“Heights bother you,” he said after a moment.

I looked over at him, annoyed to see that he looked amused, like there was something about my phobia he found funny.

“Was that a question?” I asked him irritably.

“Nope, just an observation.” He sat there, grinning, looking off into the distance. “We can go somewhere else, if you want to.”

“No,” I said firmly. I was already dreading the drive back down. “This is fine. Really.”

He nodded. His eyes were still focused on the bright lights of the city on the other side of the bridge.

I had to keep him talking. It was the only thing preventing me from remembering how high up we were.

“So,” I said conversationally. “Is this where you tell me you’ve been slipping mushrooms into my coffee?”

His grin faded, replaced by confusion, and I suddenly felt embarrassed about my less than extensive knowledge concerning hallucinogenic substances.

“You know,” I tried again. “Mushrooms. Or maybe acid? Some sort of drug that makes you see things?”

“Oh, I get it,” he said, and that grin worked its way across his face again. “Don’t worry Addy. I’m pretty sure nobody, least of all me, has been slipping you drugs.”

“How would you know?” I grumbled. Why was he finding this all so amusing?

“I know because drugs can only make you see things that aren’t there.”

“Yeah . . .”

“And I don’t think that’s what has been happening to you.”

“You think the things I’ve been seeing are real?” I asked, incredulous. Maybe Lucas Stratton was going to turn out to be just as crazy as I was.

“Maybe. Before I decide, I need you to tell me about the kinds of things you’ve been seeing.”

“You want me to describe my hallucinations to you?”

“Please.”

I gritted my teeth. This was the moment I’d been dreading since the second I first saw the silver blob bouncing up and down on Sully’s shoulder. You see, the prospect of losing my mind, as troublesome a thought as that was, had not actually been what had concerned me the most over the past two days. What had really been bothering me was the knowledge that one day, if the hallucinations continued, I would almost certainly have to sit down with someone and describe, in detail, exactly what it was I’d been seeing. The potential humiliation of such a conversation troubled me quite a bit more than the thought that I was becoming a crazy person.

And that was before it had ever crossed my mind I might be having that conversation with Lucas.

I sneaked a glance over at him. I’d always thought he looked a bit older than seventeen, but he was still not nearly old enough to be a licensed psychiatrist. What could he possibly do to help me? Why did Gran think he would be able to answer all of my questions?

Then again, when had Gran ever been wrong about anything?

I took a deep breath and told him about everything weird that had happened to me over the past two days, holding nothing back. I started with the silver frog at Sully’s, and he listened patiently as I worked my way through the cougar incident in precalc and the strange fortress with the flying things in Ghirardelli Square. I’d just begun to describe the bonfire to him when he held up his hand.

“Enough,” he said. “You’ve convinced me.”

“Of what?” I asked. “My lack of sanity?”

He chuckled. “You’re quite sane, I assure you. I just needed to know you were seeing the things I thought you were seeing—that no one actually was slipping you magic mushrooms.”

“You thought that was a real possibility?”

“You brought it up,” he pointed out.

“Hmmmm.” I couldn’t think of anything to say to that, but when I played back the last few things he had said, something else occurred to me. “What do you mean, ‘the things I thought you were seeing’? Did you see those things too?” I heard a note of hope enter my voice just then. Maybe I wasn’t the only crazy one. I could probably handle being nuts, as long as I was nuts in the same way he was.

“Some of them, yes,” he answered. “I saw the cougar jump through the cheerleader’s Hula-Hoop, and I saw the flames rise out of the bonfire. You’re not crazy, Addy. The things you’ve been seeing are real; you’re just not seeing all of it yet.”

“‘All of it’?” I quoted. “What ‘it’ are you talking about?”

“I can show you.” He pulled his legs back from the edge and folded them cross-legged, just like mine, as he turned toward me. “At least, I think I can.”

I turned until we were facing one another, sitting about two feet apart.

The slightly wavering lights up here, combined with the glow of the city below, lit up the flecks of yellow in his eyes and made them look greener than ever. It was odd that even at a moment like this, I could be distracted by his extraordinary looks, but for a good minute or so I could think of nothing except how strong the line of his jaw looked, how his hair looked just messy enough to be uncaring but at the same time so perfect, how his hands—

“Let’s try something,” he said suddenly, startling me out of my infatuation-induced stupor. I was going to have to see about getting some professional help.

“Try what?” I blinked.

“It’s called Lifting the Veil,” he said. “Close your eyes.”

“I thought the point was for me to see things,” I argued.

“Humor me.”

I closed my eyes. I heard him start to speak again, then hesitate.

“Um,” he said finally. “Will it make you nervous if I ask you to think about the view from up here?”

“I’m not sure,” I answered slowly. “Do I have to think about the view looking down?” I shivered involuntarily.

“No, I want you to think about the view looking out. Will that be okay?”

“I think so.”

“Fine. Do it then. In as much detail as you can.”

I sat silently for a minute, trying to build the picture in my head. To the far right was the city, with the triangle-shaped building dead center and all the windows in the surrounding skyscrapers lit up. Moving left, I came to the bridge, with two enormous red pillars and the cables stretched between them, dipping down to almost touch the deck in the center. Underneath the bridge was the dark water of the bay with maybe a few boats. Alcatraz would be just barely visible on the far side of the bridge, its searchlight making slow circles and flashing a light in our direction every couple of minutes. The very far left of the picture, where the bridge met land again, was Marin County. Could you see Sausalito from here, and all of its colorful houses on the hills overlooking the water? No, probably not; I’d gone too far to the left now. I brought my mental camera back slightly to the right.

“I’ve got it,” I told Lucas.

“Okay, now I want you to imagine that the image in your head is actually a painting. It’s two-dimensional, flat and on a giant piece of canvas. Can you see it?”

“Yes.” That wasn’t too hard. I’d seen enough paintings of this very view.

“Now picture the canvas becoming thinner and thinner. Not see-through, still totally opaque, but thinner. Picture a slight breeze. The breeze starts to flutter the edges of the canvas, which is still getting thinner. Are you picturing that?”

“Yeah.” Without his face to distract me, I could concentrate entirely on his voice, which was indescribably alluring. He was very relaxing to listen to—so relaxing I realized I was actually fighting to stay awake as he continued to talk.

“The breeze is getting a little bit stronger, and the canvas is getting thinner. A lot thinner, until it’s as thin as a piece of cloth. The breeze is starting to move the cloth a little bit. Do you see that?”

“Yes.”

He paused for a moment.

“Let the cloth blow away entirely, and then open your eyes.”

I did as he said, and blinked in wonderment at the world spread out before me.

——
 

The first thing I noticed was that it was not nearly as dark as it had been a few minutes ago. Moonlight filled the scene in front of me, casting dark shadows over the water but, at the same time, lighting up the city in the same way the sun would have in the very early hours of the morning.

The city was different. Gone were the skyscrapers, the triangle building, and the familiar skyline. In their place were buildings made of very shiny metal, exactly the type of structures I’d seen outside of Ghirardelli Square last night. Except now, we were far enough away that I could look at them without straining my eyes. I saw flashes of gold, but mostly I saw silver—the same color I’d been seeing so often lately, in the strange sights and creatures that had been popping up, uninvited in front of my eyes. The city was surrounded by a massive silver wall that rose right out of the waters of the bay and several stories into the air.

But by far the most spectacular thing I could see right then was the bridge. It was in the same place as the bridge I’d just been looking at, and it also had two pillars holding it up, but this bridge was golden. It stretched across the shadowy water like a gold spider’s web, so thin and light that it looked like a strong breeze could have blown it to dust, yet at the same time I could tell—I wasn’t quite sure how I could tell, I just could—that this structure had been here long before the one we called the Golden Gate, and that it would be here for a long time afterward. This bridge and the city beside it, both drenched in moonlight, were two of the most breathtaking things I had ever seen.

I looked over at Lucas and then hurriedly turned my eyes back to the view; I was suddenly afraid it would disappear if I looked away for too long. But it was still there, just as real and unwavering as the other view had been, just a few moments ago.

When I managed to tear my eyes away again, I saw Lucas smiling at me. For a moment, I thought I saw . . . something. A glimmer of something in his eyes. But then he blinked and looked away.

“And to think, nobody ever wonders why they call it the Golden Gate,” he said with a slight shake of his head.

“I always wondered,” I told him, turning my eyes back to it. I dimly recalled a teacher once telling me the bridge had been named after the Golden Gate Strait, or the place where San Francisco Bay meets the Pacific Ocean. But that had never made very much sense to me either. “Is it real?”

“Yes, it’s very real. Just as real as the bridge and the city you’re used to.”

“But how can they both be real?” I asked. “How can there be a golden bridge and a red bridge in the exact same place?”

“The two bridges exist together. You might say they overlap.”

I squinted down at the bridge, wishing for the first time that I could creep down off of the bunker, toward the edge, in order to get a closer look.

“What are those things coiled around the bridge supports?”

“Snakes,” Lucas replied, as though it was the most obvious thing in the world.

My eyes grew wider when I saw he wasn’t joking; there were very clearly two giant serpents, the exact same color as the bridge, each with their lower halves wrapped around one of the bridge supports. Their upper halves stretched up to the sky, and their heads were in the center of the bridge, almost touching.

“They’re guards,” Lucas explained. “Just like them.” He pointed back behind me, to the highest levels of the Headlands. I could just barely make out large circular shapes dotting the very tops of the mountains. Some of the circles had dark shapes inside of them. “Griffins.”

I turned back around; I was pretty sure my mouth was hanging open. “You’re kidding me.”

But I knew he wasn’t. As much as I’d been questioning my sanity lately, there had also been a very strong sense of certainty running alongside my strange visions. A sense that they were not to be questioned, that as alarming and weird as they might seem to me, there was nothing false or tricky about them. They just were, exactly as this strange new world in front of me just was. I had no more ability to doubt this than I had to doubt my own face in the mirror.

And I recognized the exact same certainty in Lucas’s voice, even as he was telling me things which, logically, only a crazy person would actually believe.

“We call it Fort Francisco,” he told me. “It’s an outpost, one of our more important strongholds. We work very hard to keep it well guarded.”

“And who is ‘we’?” My pulse quickened a bit; this was it. This was the question that was the key to everything.

Lucas opened his mouth to reply, then hastily glanced down at his watch. “Damn, a quarter after nine. We’ve got to move if we’re going to get you home by ten.”

——
 

I couldn’t believe it when Lucas suddenly jumped down from the bunker and started heading toward the car. I stayed where I was, cross-legged on the edge of the concrete, watching him curiously.

When he realized I wasn’t behind him, he turned around and waved his arm impatiently at me. “Let’s go!” he called. “Don’t worry, we’ll be back. I promise.”

“Gran said you’d answer all of my questions,” I pointed out, still sitting securely on the bunker. “But I have more. Lots more. More than I had this afternoon, in fact.”

“Tomorrow,” he said firmly. “You’ve seen and heard a lot today. Your brain must be overloading. If I try to squeeze anything more in there right now, it might explode.”

“You’re only saying that because you have precalc with me. Other than math, I’m actually very smart.”

“Smart has nothing to do with it. You need to process the things you’ve learned today so you can handle what I’m going to tell you tomorrow. Trust me, a good night’s sleep is what you need. Let’s get you home.”

With one last glance down at the bay, I swung myself down from the bunker and followed him reluctantly to the car.

I had a strangely emotional reaction to leaving the Headlands behind, one that distracted me from the windy, curvy drive back down to 101 that ordinarily would have terrified me to my very soul. Instead of feeling fear, I felt an immense, unexpected sadness. As though I’d seen something I would never be allowed to see again.

“It was beautiful, wasn’t it?” Lucas asked when we were back on the freeway and heading for home.

“Yes,” I answered, although privately I was thinking calling that view “beautiful” was very much like calling Lucas “handsome.” A gross, almost unforgivable understatement.

“I almost forget sometimes,” he said slowly. “I suppose I’m just used to it.”

“Do you mean you see that all the time?”

He nodded. “Yes. Well, except for when I turn it off.”

“You turn it off?” Why would anybody want to do that?

“Sometimes I have to. It can be really confusing, seeing the two worlds at once. I almost always turn one of them off, but which one depends on who I’m around at the time.”

“You mean whether you’re around normal people, or whether you’re around the ‘we,’” I deduced. “Are you going to tell me who ‘we’ are?”

“Yes. Tomorrow, okay? Right now I’m focusing on having you back home by your curfew.”

“What, are you scared of Gran?” I teased him.

He looked over at me; his emerald eyes were deadly serious. “Yes.”

We were silent for the rest of the ride back to Novato.

It was 9:55 p.m. when he pulled up in front of Gran’s house.

“I’ll pick you up in the morning and we’ll talk some more,” he offered, looking slightly anxious as I made no move to exit the car. The clock crept its way up to 9:56 . . . 9:57 . . .

“Please, Addy?”

“Okay,” I said sulkily, opening my car door. I didn’t remember my manners until I was halfway through the iron gate. “Thank you!” I called to him.

He waved and then waited until I let myself in the front door before driving away. It was only after he’d disappeared around the corner that I realized he was driving my car.

That worried me for a moment, before I realized a guy who is used to seeing snakes coiled around the Golden Gate Bridge and who can casually point out griffins as through they were no more interesting than seagulls probably had very little incentive to steal my ancient, rusted Oldsmobile.

And he’d said he would be back tomorrow.
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IN THE END, I WAS GLAD Lucas convinced me to try to get some sleep. I had pretty much expected to lie underneath my covers all night, restless and willing the clock to say it was morning. But instead, after only a moment or two of rearranging the pillow beneath my head, I fell into the deepest sleep I ever remember having.

I don’t think I had a single dream that night, which is probably a good thing, because when I woke up I was thinking about Gran.

Gran. Was I still allowed to call her that? What an incredibly uncomfortable and unwelcome thought. Luckily, it was interrupted by a small but determined beeping sound coming from the corner of my room. I followed the beeps to my school bag and dug around inside until I found my cell phone.

Eight missed calls.

Oh, shoot. I had forgotten all about Nate.

Six of the calls were from him, and the other two were from Olivia. I cringed and hit Nate’s speed dial number.

“Finally!” he barked after only half a ring. “What happened to you last night?”

“I’m really, really sorry!” I said frantically.

“I mean, I know you’re all gaga about Lucas Stratton and everything,” he continued, working himself into a frenzied rent, “but you ditched me! You actually ditched me!”

“I’m sorry—” I tried to cut in, but he was only just getting started.

“I had to get a ride home with Terrance Seaver! You left me totally stranded!”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” I chanted, to break his momentum. “I really, really am, Nate. I totally suck, okay? It will never happen again.”

“Good,” he said, still a tad huffy. “Did you at least have a good time with Wonder Boy?”

“Sure,” was all I could think to say.

“‘Sure’?” he repeated. “What does that mean?”

“It means—I don’t know what it means yet. I’m supposed to see him again today, so maybe I’ll know more later.”

Yeah, I’d definitely know more. More stuff I couldn’t possibly tell Nate. He’d have me hauled off in a straight jacket if I ever told him about the things I’d seen the night before. Now, in the light of day, I was beginning to wonder if I shouldn’t be hauling myself off to an institution somewhere.

No. It had all been real. Maybe more real than anything else I’d ever seen.

“What about Emily?” Nate was saying. “Is this finally the big Emily payback? She ditches us, and you lay low so three years later you can rise up and steal Wonder Boy from her? Excellent. I just love how your mind works sometimes—”

“It’s not like that,” I interrupted him swiftly. “Emily has nothing to worry about. Lucas isn’t interested in me that way.” Unfortunately.

“Uh-huh, sure,” Nate clearly did not believe me. “What are you two lovebirds doing today?”

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “But I should probably go. I just got up.”

“Okay, but I expect a full report. I won’t accept this coyness from you later.”

“Okay,” I lied, hanging up. I would have to think of some way to deal with Nate. Preferably some way that didn’t involve lying to him. Not too much, at least.

I jumped into the shower and then concentrated on blow-drying my hair straight as quickly as possible. I was torn between wanting to take the time to look perfect (well, “perfect” in the relative sense of what I could pull off) and a very strong desire to simply throw on a hat and some random clothes so I could run downstairs and make the day begin as soon as possible.

I settled for in between. I fooled with my hair until it was dry enough to put back in a ponytail and slipped into my second favorite pair of jeans and a blue sweater thick enough to keep me warm, but not so heavy I’d get hot if we spent the day indoors. Lucas had not told me where we’d be going that day.

I was all the way down the stairs before I realized something was missing.

Cats. For the first time in eleven years, there had been no cats outside my door that morning.

And there was something else strange. I heard voices coming from the kitchen, and the sound of silverware scraping against dishes. These were not the kind of noises that could be explained by the television.

There were people in the house.

I tiptoed toward the kitchen and opened the door a crack. Gran’s kitchen table, which seated four, had been pushed up against another table someone had dragged in from the dining room. There was a crowd of large, loud men occupying all but one of the chairs, and there was enough food spread out in front of them to feed a small army.

“Good morning, Addy.” Gran’s voice startled me so completely that I both let go of the door and kicked it, causing it to swing back and smack me in the forehead.

I rubbed my head and saw stars as she reopened the door.

“I’m sorry about all of this,” she whispered. “But now that the secret is out, I just couldn’t expect them to eat cat food this morning.”

As I was trying to figure out a way in which Gran’s words made any kind of sense at all, she drew me into the kitchen. The eleven heads sitting around the table all turned in my direction.

“Addy!” ten of them yelled in unison.

I gave a start, then another one when I realized the one person at the table who hadn’t yelled was Lucas. He nodded at me from his place on the far left-hand side of the table.

I slowly looked back around to Gran. Ten men appearing out of nowhere. Cat food. “But you have eleven cats,” was all I could manage to get out.

Gran smiled at me as she set a fresh plate of scrambled eggs on the table.

“I knew you’d catch on quickly,” she said, looking around behind me and glaring sharply at a large pot on the stove—a pot that, I suddenly realized, had been stirring itself. The large wooden spoon had been making lazy, halfhearted laps around the pot’s surface, but it jumped slightly at Gran’s stare and began to stir faster.

She nodded smartly at it and opened the refrigerator. She removed a large pitcher of orange juice and turned back to me. “Even all of those years ago, I wasn’t vain enough to think I could protect you by myself. So after you and I left England, and once we had had a chance to settle in here, I recruited a bit of help. I didn’t want to alarm you, so one of the terms of their employment was that they would always appear before you as cats, at least until you were old enough to know the truth. Now that you know, I see no reason why they should have to continue changing back and forth the way they have been. Although,” she said, tapping one finger thoughtfully against her cheek, “I suppose we’ll have to send them out into the garden every so often—as cats, I mean. Just so the neighbors don’t suspect.”

I jumped suddenly as something brushed my calf, and I looked down to find Rialto rubbing his head against my leg.

“And Rialto makes eleven,” Gran said, setting the orange juice down and bending to pick him up. “Rialto is a real cat, of course. I found him outside right after we moved here. Just a little kitten he was then, shivering underneath a drainpipe. That’s where I got the idea of how to hide my boys.”

Before I could form any kind of coherent response to that, Gran set Rialto down. He bounded over to the table and leapt into the lap of a burly man with long, orange hair and a braided moustache of the same color.

“Yep,” the man said, scratching Rialto under the chin. “Rialto here is just a plain old cat. Taught us all how to act like proper ones too.”

“Yeah,” said an even larger man across the table, who was entirely bald except for a small tuft of hair on the very top of his shiny head. The (nearly) bald man chuckled and shoved a forkful of eggs into his mouth, swallowed, and then added, “He’s no Annorasi.”

I frowned. “Anno what?”

Lucas stood up from the table and threw a mock glare at Baldy. “You’re stealing my thunder, friend. Come on, Addy. I know a quieter place where we can talk.”

Gran’s “boys,” still chuckling over Baldy’s incomprehensible joke, laughed even harder at my puzzled expression, and suddenly I didn’t feel like going anywhere. I put my hands on my hips and dug my heels into the linoleum floor.

“Why can’t we just talk here?” I asked Lucas. “Why do we have to go somewhere else?”

“Because I have housework to do,” Gran cut in, appearing suddenly at my elbow with a large wicker basket. “And you two will just get in the way if you’re here.” When I didn’t reach out for the basket, she thrust it into my arms. “Lunch,” she said. “And enough for dinner too. Don’t let him bring you back here until he answers all of your questions, Addy, you hear me? All of them. But ten o’clock at the latest, of course. That’s another of the terms in my boys’ employment contracts.”

Lucas took the picnic basket from me and motioned toward the door. “I think you’ll like where we’re going,” he said. When I didn’t budge, he shrugged. “But it’s up to you. We can do whatever you want.”

I took one last, hesitant glance at the table of rowdy men who, up until quite recently, I’d known only as cats. A horrible thought occurred to me, and I grimaced as I remembered the hundreds of times I’d casually changed my clothes while one or more of them had been in the room. How was I supposed to have known I shouldn’t have been doing such things in front of these cats?

My cheeks were on fire as I turned back to Lucas.

“Let’s go,” I said, giving Gran a quick hug before practically sprinting out of the house.

——
 

“The cat thing really threw you, huh?” Lucas, driving my car again, made a right turn onto Grant Avenue. For a moment, I thought he was taking us to school. But when the whitewashed walls of Marin County High came into view, he drove right past them toward the edge of town. The world outside my window got progressively greener and more wildernesslike as we passed several jogging trails and a golf course.

My ringing cell phone saved me from having to answer his question. I pulled it out of my purse, saw it was Olivia calling, and groaned. “Damn,” I said, hitting Ignore. I could hardly talk to her with Lucas sitting two feet to my left. “I forgot to call her back after I talked to Nate this morning.”

Lucas hit the brakes hard. I braced myself against the armrest on the passenger door as he swerved before coming to a dead stop in the gravel on the side of the road.

His eyes blazed as he turned to look at me. “What did you talk about? What did you say?”

“What? When?” I gripped the armrest harder and squirmed up against the side of the car; Lucas’s voice had completely lost its alluring, almost musical tone. Now it was harsh and accusatory and, together with the stony look on his face, quite frightening.

He looked away from me and closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again, they were marginally less scary and his voice sounded calmer. “With Nate. What did you talk about with Nate this morning?”

“I . . . uh, I apologized for ditching him at the rally yesterday.”

“Did you tell him about last night?”

“Sort of . . .”

His eyes started to look angry again.

“I only said I was with you!” I said defensively. “He saw us leaving the rally together.”

“But you didn’t tell him what we did? What you saw?”

“No.”

“What else did you tell him?”

“That I was going to be with you today,” I confessed.

“That’s it? You didn’t tell him what we’d be doing?”

“I don’t know what we’re going to be doing, Lucas.”

He closed his eyes again. “Of course not,” he muttered to himself. With his eyes still closed, he asked, “Why didn’t you tell him?”

I shrugged. “I didn’t think he’d believe me.”

Lucas smiled and opened his eyes again. When they met mine, they were their normal green, and his face had relaxed into his usual expression of relaxed perfection. “I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s not you I’m mad at. It’s me. I forgot to tell you yesterday how important it is that you keep these conversations, these experiences, just between us. I can’t overemphasize how important it is, Addy, that you do not tell Nate or anybody else the things I tell you.”

In spite of the seriousness that had crept back into his voice, I bit back a smile at the cloak-and-dagger talk. Did he really think I was going to go around telling people about seeing visions, lifting veils, and Gran’s ability to stir a pot with no hands? Did he think I was crazy?

“Don’t worry,” I assured him. “I’m pretty sure if I told anyone about the kinds of things we talk about, I’d be forced to live out the rest of my days medicated, drooling at a wall in an institution somewhere.”

He shook his head. “Not all of your days,” he promised. “I’d come to your rescue eventually.”

Lucas eased the car back on the road again but turned off just a few minutes later into the parking lot of Stafford Lake, a reservoir with a picnic area that is a popular spot for birthday parties and sports-team banquets. I’d been there many times over the years. There were several groups of people in the picnic area now; one of them took up six of the eight public barbeques with a large tent and a banner that read, “Freeman Family Reunion.”

Lucas and I brought our picnic basket to a table on the opposite side of the park from the Freemans, and a good distance from all of the other, smaller groups. He set the basket on the table’s back bench and sat on the table itself, facing the lake. I sat an arm’s length away from him, also looking out into the water. It was a crisp day, but very sunny, and I squinted as I watched the light bounce off of the water.

Neither of us spoke for several minutes. I didn’t know what to say. He’d brought me here, after all, to explain things to me, so I thought maybe I should let him start. But all of a sudden, he seemed strangely reluctant to talk.

I looked over at him; the sun made his hair looked lighter than usual, like he had light brown highlights in his chocolate brown locks. He looked like he was deep in thought. His eyes were half closed against the glare, just as mine were, and it occurred to me we both probably should have thought to bring sunglasses.

I let several more minutes go by before I blurted out the thought that had been bouncing around my head for the entire drive here. “Is Gran a witch?”

Lucas frowned; this was clearly not where he would have chosen to begin.

“We don’t use that term, no,” he said.

“Ahhh. ‘We’ again,” I muttered. Then I thought of something else. “One of the men in the kitchen said something weird this morning—Anno something.”

“Annorasi,” Lucas supplied.

“Annorasi,” I repeated, letting the unfamiliar word roll over my tongue. “What’s that about?”

“It’s the answer to who ‘we’ is—are.” Lucas puzzled over the grammar for a moment. “Gran, me, the men in your kitchen this morning—we are all Annorasi. The world you’ve been seeing lately, the one behind the veil, that’s our world, the Annorasi world.”

“But not my world,” I said, letting only a hint of a question enter my voice.

“We’ll get back to that,” Lucas promised. “First, I want you to understand that the Annorasi are not human. We’re close, but not the same. Our world overlaps with the world you’re used to, and some of us live among humans, but we have abilities humans do not. And we keep our world a secret, just like I was telling you in the car just now.”

“Abilities,” I mused. “Like what? Like turning yourselves into cats?”

He wrinkled his nose. “I’ve never tried turning myself into an animal,” he said. “Every Annorasi is a bit different. Your Gran seems to use her magic mostly for cooking—to great effect, I might add. Breakfast was incredible.”

“And what about you?”

“I’m a terrible cook.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

He hesitated, looking around the lake. The Freeman family reunion was too far away to see us, and none of the other occupied tables seemed to be paying any attention to us. “If I show you, it might freak you out.”

“Try me,” I dared.

He shrugged. “Okay.”

And then he disappeared.

I gasped, and gripped the edge of the table. A small part of me wanted to run away, but most of me was afraid to move. What if he was still here—invisible, but still there? What if I bumped into him?

Before I could give it too much thought, he reappeared. Exactly in the same place he’d been moments before.

“So that’s your ability?” I said, trying to make my voice sound casual. My words still came out sounding a bit strangled.

“It’s one of them,” he said, with a touch of smugness.

“What are the other ones?”

He shook his head. “Let’s get back to you. There are a couple more things I need to explain.”

“Okay . . .” I prompted.

Lucas looked away from me. Suddenly he seemed hesitant again. He sighed heavily, as though steeling himself. It reminded me of how I sometimes have to psych up before forcing myself to do my precalc homework, or something similarly unpleasant. “Do you see that?” he asked finally, pointing out into the lake.

I followed the direction of his outstretched arm and nodded, assuming he was referring to the large, barren island in the center of the lake.

“No, I mean, do you see it?” he persisted. “The way you saw the bay last night. Do you need me to take you through Lifting the Veil again, or do you want to try it on your own?”

“Let me try,” I said, closing my eyes.

“Try looking at just the shoreline first,” he added hurriedly. “Just the shoreline, okay?”

“All right,” I agreed, slightly puzzled at the sudden note of stress in his voice. I took a deep breath and repeated the exercise he’d taught me the night before.

When I opened my eyes, the sun was even brighter, although it somehow hurt my eyes less. There were silver streaks running through the water and small silver waves crashing onto shore. Half a dozen fish leapt out of the water and caught the sun, their scales reflecting the golden rays. Or perhaps the fish were gold to begin with. I was too far away to tell. Regardless, I found myself smiling at the tranquil scene.

But my enjoyment was not to last long. My first solid inkling that something bad was about to happen came from Lucas’s next words; his voice was gruff and heavy, and he spoke slowly, as though he was already regretting what he had to say.

“Now look at the island.”

I raised my eyes to the middle of the lake.

The island was still there, but it was nothing like the rocky outcrop, sprinkled with sparse patches of grass, that I’d seen a moment ago. The island in this world, the Annorasi world, was frightening.

To this day, I still have trouble describing exactly what I saw that morning. Part of the problem is the difficulty of conveying accurately what Annorasi buildings look like to those who have never actually seen one. I’m always tempted to say, as I did while describing the fortress at Ghirardelli Square, that they’re made of light. But that’s not precisely true. They’re actually made of metal. The woven silver and gold make up the physical “bones” of Annorasi buildings. But it’s the light reflecting off of the metal that creates their actual structure, like mortar holding together bricks. Without the light, Annorasi buildings would crumble.

And that was what had happened to the building on the island. It looked like someone had sucked the light right out of it, so suddenly and so violently it left behind only twisted clumps of dark, lifeless metal. The shards reached jaggedly upward, frozen in a desperate attempt to hold onto the light.

It was dark around the ruin, but the darkness didn’t bother me nearly as much as the absence of the light. The only bits of brightness that remained were small trickles of the same eerie yellow-green I’d seen in the rally bonfire. But this type of light seemed only to add to the dark, rather than illuminate it.

And the building, whatever it had been, was not the only thing that had been destroyed here. On the far edge of the ruin, just beyond where the dark water lapped onto shore, were row upon row of small, square, metal markers that could only be graves.

Up until then, most of my glimpses of the Annorasi world had been beautiful. Some, like the cougar and the light-fortress in Ghirardelli Square, had been startling. But it had not been the visions themselves that had scared me, more the fact that they had appeared in front of me without explanation. But the island in the lake . . . this was more like the people burning in the bonfire. The threads of yellow-green flames matched the flames in the bonfire exactly, and the whole scene made me feel exactly like the bonfire had: scared and powerless, like I was alone in the dark.

I felt a hand on my shoulder, and Lucas’s voice (back to normal now and smooth as silk) was in my ear.

“Let the veil back down. Cover it up, and look away.”

In my head I pictured a shimmering cloth lowering itself over the front of the frightening scene, like a curtain closing at the end of a performance. The island disappeared, and soon the warm rays of the sun were all around me once again.

But the icy, grim feeling of the island was not gone.

My hands shook. I clenched them together to stop them and looked over at Lucas. “Why did you show me that?” I demanded. My voice shook also.

He took his hand off of my shoulder and looked down at the ground. His expression was hard to decipher, but it looked something like remorse; he hadn’t wanted to show me the island.

“What happened there?” I asked him. “What made the island look like that?”

“Actually, the answer to that question begins and ends with your family,” Lucas said matter-of-factly.

“My . . . family?” I repeated, confused. “You mean Gran?”

“No, I mean your real family.”

“Gran is my real family,” I told him firmly. “I don’t care that we’re not actually related. She’s the only family I know.”

“All right,” Lucas said patiently. “When I said ‘real’ family, I meant your blood family. Your blood relations. Your mother, your father, and your real . . . er, your blood grandmother.”

“I understand.”

He paused for a moment before continuing. “Your blood grandmother’s name was Rosabel Stirling,” he said. “As your Gran told you yesterday, she was a very powerful and well-respected woman. Beloved in our world. She was also, as you may have guessed by now, an Annorasi.”

I had somewhat guessed that, given the direction this conversation had been going, but it was a bit of a shock to hear it said out loud nonetheless.

“My grandmother was an Annorasi,” I said. It sounded just as strange when I said it.

“Yes, and so was your mother,” Lucas went on. “Margaret Stirling.”

“And my father?”

Lucas sucked in a breath. “That’s where things get interesting, Addy. Thomas Prescott, your father, was a human.” He paused, watching my reaction.

I stared at him blankly. “So?” When Lucas said nothing in reply, I started to get my back up on my father’s behalf. “Do the Annorasi have a problem with humans?”

Suddenly I wasn’t at all sure the “humans” category included me anymore. Not entirely, anyway. If my mother was an Annorasi, and my father was a human, what did that make me? I gulped.

“It’s not that we have a problem with them,” Lucas said carefully. “It’s complicated. Most of the Annorasi are pretty indifferent to humans. They just aren’t a part of our world. But there is one particular group within the Annorasi who dislike humans. Your Gran mentioned them yesterday. We call them ‘the Others,’ for lack of a better term. It was the Others who killed your parents and your blood grandmother.”

“But why? Just because my father was a human?”

“As far as the Annorasi go, the Others are renegades when it comes to what they think about humans,” Lucas said darkly. “They believe humans are inferior to us. In fact, they believe humans were only created in order to serve the Annorasi. They would like nothing more than for our two worlds to merge so they could have a more ‘direct’ role in the running of the human world—more than we do now. To them, an Annorasi deigning to marrying a human is the worst sort of sacrilege imaginable.”

“Oh,” I said, trying to picture a group of sinister super humans intent on taking over the world. I was beginning to wonder if I’d stumbled into some sort of comic book.

“Again, it’s important for you to realize most Annorasi do not think like the Others,” Lucas assured me. “Most of us keep out of the human world all together. The few of us who live here are usually around to help humans in some way. Some of us protect humans from the Others. Some are here to teach things. Not magic, of course—humans are not capable of learning things like that—but we do pass on what knowledge we can.”

I frowned. There was an arrogance to Lucas just then, when he was talking about what humans were capable of, that I found decidedly unattractive. For about two seconds. Then he was quickly back to his charming self again.

“How are you digesting this so far?” he asked, his eyes a bit worried. “Am I making sense, or are you starting to think I’m in need of the institution you mentioned earlier?”

“So far, so good,” I assured him. “But I still don’t understand what any of this has to do with the island.”

I sneaked a peek back at the middle of the lake; the island was just a barren, sun-drenched rock once again, but the memory of what lay just on the other side of the veil made me shiver.

“I’m getting to that,” Lucas said. “First, you have to understand what a big deal it was when your parents got married. It created quite a conflict in our world.”

“Why?” I asked. “I thought only the Others didn’t like humans.”

“That’s true. But even among the Annorasi who don’t think like the Others, there is still a longstanding rule that forbids relationships between the Annorasi and humans. It’s a prohibition that goes hand in hand with the requirement of secrecy. I’m sure you see how difficult it would be for an Annorasi to get involved with a human while still keeping our world a secret from that human.”

“I guess,” I said slowly. I didn’t really understand, not completely. I mean, last I checked, Lucas was dating a human. But I didn’t want to slow down the momentum of the lecture, so I didn’t say anything.

“Our laws—the ones about secrecy and relationships with humans, plus all of the other ones—are enforced by our High Council,” Lucas continued. “All of the Annorasi, even the Others, answer to the Council. The Council is made up of Annorasi who believe in protecting humans. It always has been, and hopefully always will be. But the Others are always looking for a way to weaken them. When your parents got married, it was an opportunity for the Others to cause trouble. And the fact that your grandmother was poised to be elected the next high councilor, the highest position on the Council, made things even more complicated.”

“Oh,” I said, understanding a little bit more at last. “So, it was like a scandal?”

“Yes, exactly. Our world became divided between those who wanted to protect your parents and those who thought the Council should track them down and execute them. There was a war. One of the worst and bloodiest battles was here on this lake.”

He motioned to the island, and again I was very glad I could only see the ruin in my mind’s eye, not with my real eyes; somehow, knowing that the destruction was connected to my parents made the thought of actually seeing it again unbearable.

“Your parents had many friends in the Annorasi world and in the human world who did their best to keep them safe,” Lucas went on. “Your grandmother tried to help them too but, as you learned yesterday, she was killed by the Others. Your parents managed to stay hidden for more than six years before the Others caught up with them and . . . well, you know what happened then.”

In my head, I pictured the fire. The same one I’d pictured all of my life whenever I thought of my parents and how they had died. Except now, the flames were the same yellow-green as the bonfire at the rally and the tiny threads on the island.

“After that,” Lucas continued, “the main conflict, the war, ended.” He paused.

“But . . .” I encouraged, sensing there was more.

“But,” he went on, “there were rumors Margaret and Thomas had had a child, and the child had somehow survived. The first half human, half Annorasi. You.”

“Me? So I’m . . . only half human?”

“You can also look at it as being half Annorasi, you know.”

I pondered this for a moment, and Lucas started to look worried again. I cut him off before he could suggest my brain was overloading. “I’m just letting it sink in,” I explained. “Processing, like you said last night.”

“Process away.”

Strangely, the idea that I was half human and half something else I didn’t quite understand yet didn’t bother me as much as I would have thought. Certainly it was a much more comfortable explanation for my visions than being a crazy person.

Lucas waited patiently while I sat for a moment longer. Eventually, a pained sort of look came over his face. “I’m not sure I did the best job of explaining some of that,” he admitted. “I hope I didn’t make it sound like your parents were somehow responsible for what you saw on the island, or that they were the ones who started the war.”

“Didn’t they start it?” I asked. “By getting married?”

“No. They were just the catalyst. They escalated a conflict between the Others and the rest of the Annorasi that had been brewing for centuries. Something would have caused it to blow up eventually. It just so happens it was your parents.”

As I considered this, Lucas started to look worried again. “I hope you don’t think I disapprove of your parents, Addy,” he said cautiously. “Because I don’t, seriously—”

I cut him off with a wave of my hand. “You’re forgiven,” I assured him. It was easy enough to do; there hadn’t been a hint of judgment in his voice when he talked about what my parents had done to his world. He’d simply been stating facts.

But I still felt like it was time to move on. “So after my parents were killed and the war ended, that’s when Gran decided to disappear with me?”

“Yes,” he said, looking relieved to be off the subject of my parents. “She was scared, and with good reason. You were—are—something entirely new, something different. And most people, even the Annorasi, find that sort of thing very frightening. No one knew what to expect from you, Addy. For a long time after your parents’ death, almost everyone in the Annorasi world was searching for you. In keeping you safe, your Gran pulled off something very like a miracle.”

I gulped. “And now?”

“Now?” He thought for a moment before answering. “Well, the good news is most people, even the Annorasi, have rather short attention spans. When a few years went by after your parents’ death and you still hadn’t surfaced, most of the Annorasi began to lose interest. Nowadays, there aren’t very many left who actually believe you exist. For the most part you’re a myth, a sort of Annorasi urban legend, if you will.”

“Oh,” I said. I wasn’t quite sure how to take that. “But you seem to believe in me.”

“I have insider information.”

As he said that, a frightening thought occurred to me. I looked over at Lucas in horror. “You weren’t . . . I mean, you weren’t actually there when all of this happened, were you?”

He looked at me strangely for a minute and then started to grin. “Are you asking me if I am older than I look? Immortal, perhaps?”

“Maybe,” I grumbled, feeling stupid. He was clearly enjoying himself.

“How old do you think I am?”

“I don’t know,” I grumbled again. “Seventeen? Eighteen? One hundred and ten?”

“Close. I’m nineteen.”

“Nineteen? I thought the Annorasi were supposed to be smart. What are you still doing in high school?”

“I’ll get to that, I promise. But just to clarify, the Annorasi are most definitely mortal. Our lifespans are comparable to human ones. We age, we get sick, and we die—just not quite as easily as humans. Otherwise, how could you explain the graveyard on the island? Or how the Others killed your mother and your grandmother?”

I grimaced; he was right. I probably should have figured that one out on my own.

“The insider information I was referring to comes from my father. He was a good friend of your parents. He never stopped looking for you after Gran took you away. Even though he knew you were in good hands, he also knew there were some Annorasi who would never stop looking for you.”

“So your father, he was the one who found me?”

“Sort of,” Lucas said. “He has agents all over the world who keep an eye out for you. And this past June, one of them spotted Gran at the emergency room of Marin General Hospital and recognized her. He notified my father, and my father sent me.”

“And you both work for this Council?”

“We work for the good guys,” he assured me with a grin. It wasn’t until later I realized he hadn’t really answered my question.

“So, are you here as a favor to your father?”

“Not exactly. We have certain rules inside the Annorasi, rules to prevent the harming of humans. Generally those rules are followed. But every once in awhile, there is a human who, for one reason or another, is of some sort of special interest to the Others. So much so, we can’t rely on the Others to follow the rules. So our side, the good Annorasi, I guess you could say, appoint one of our own to look after that human. The Annorasi who do this are called Guardians.”

“Gran called you that yesterday,” I remembered.

“Yes. I’m your Guardian, Addy.”

“Really? Even though I’m only half human, I still get a Guardian?”

“You’re very lucky,” he teased. “Seriously though, it’s my job to keep you safe from the Others. I’ve been your Guardian for some time, actually, although up until recently I was in the rather awkward position of having no idea who it was I was supposed to be guarding.”

“Until your father’s agent spotted Gran,” I deduced. “Yes. Everything changed then. I went to the hospital immediately, but you were gone by the time I arrived, and the agent had lost Gran’s trail. But at least then I had a pretty good idea of where you must live, so I enrolled in the local high school.

“I still had no idea who I was looking for, though. I knew you were female and approximately seventeen, but I had no idea what you looked like, what your name was—nothing. Not even my father knew what your parents had named you, and he hadn’t seen you since you were very young. So I broke into the school office and examined the records of every girl at Marin County High School until I narrowed it down to two.”

“Two?”

“Yes,” he paused for a moment. “You and Emily Archer.”

“Emily? You thought I might be Emily?”

“Well, I knew the girl I was looking for was either you or Emily. You were both the right age and you were the only two girls in the school who didn’t have at least one living biological parent.”

I nodded slowly. I often forgot Emily’s parents died when she was four and she was adopted. Like me, she wasn’t one to talk about her real parents.

Lucas continued. “I spent the first couple days of school watching you both very carefully, trying to figure out which one of you was the daughter of Thomas and Margaret Prescott. And, as you’ve probably figured out, I chose wrong.”

“You chose Emily,” I said, stating the obvious.

“Yes, I’m embarrassed to admit I did.”

“Why?” I was dying to know his reason, even though I could hardly blame him for hoping the most beautiful girl in school was the one he’d been sent to protect. Suddenly, I wondered how disappointed he’d been when he realized it had been me all along.

“I had a number of reasons for thinking Emily was the one I was looking for,” he said evasively. “None of those matter now, though. And I was never positive I had the right person.” He bent his head down suddenly, and a grin spread over his face. “And then the cougar jumped though the cheerleader’s Hula-Hoop. Emily didn’t even flinch, but you started screaming bloody murder. That’s when I knew I’d made a mistake.”

“You can’t blame me for screaming. I was totally shocked.”

“I’m surprised you haven’t seen the cougar before. She wanders around the school quite a bit.”

“That’s an interesting question,” I agreed. “Why haven’t I seen it—her? Or anything else in the Annorasi world before a couple of days ago?”

He shrugged. “Like I said, you’re the first half human, half Annorasi on record. Maybe your human half delayed the development of your Annorasi skills. I wasn’t even entirely sure you’d be able to see beyond the veil last night. It’ll be interesting to see what other abilities you develop.”

That thought terrified me for a moment, as though there were a variety of terrible diseases I could possibly contract, and I could do nothing but wait to see which one hit me.

Under the cover of my thoughts, Lucas reached into the picnic basket and pulled out two sandwiches. He offered one to me, but I shook my head. He shrugged, put one away, and began eating the other.

I let him chew for a while before I interrupted him again. “Lucas, doesn’t it seem a little bit weird to you that I’m the first—the only—half human, half Annorasi?”

“No,” he said, his mouth full.

“Why not?” I demanded, sitting forward on the table, my blood suddenly pumping excitedly. For some reason, it felt very important to argue this point. “I find it kind of hard to believe my parents were the first Annorasi-slash-human pair to . . .” I trailed off; my enthusiasm had led me to a very embarrassing place.

“To get busy?” Lucas offered, smiling as I blushed. Then he got serious again, and sat forward as well, setting his half-eaten sandwich on the table. “You only think that because you have no notion how seriously the Annorasi take this issue, Addy. Trust me, human and Annorasi relationships are carefully monitored, and even if they weren’t, the Annorasi are very principled people. I’m not wrong about this . . . your mother was the first Annorasi to break the rules in a very, very long time. That’s why it was such a big deal. That’s why there was a war fought over it.”

I nodded, shivering at the reminder of the ruin on the island. The thought continued to nag at me; I couldn’t dismiss it as easily as Lucas had, but I shoved it aside to ponder later. “So, now what? Now that you found me, what happens now?”

Lucas looked over at me for a long moment. “Well, like I said, I’m your Guardian. It’s my job not only to protect you from the Others, but also to teach you how to protect yourself. If you’ll let me.”

“Let you?”

“Yes. I think your Gran has you fairly well protected already, at least at home, but I’d like to make you even safer. From now on, assuming you agree, of course, I’ll be with you whenever you leave the house. You don’t have to change anything about your life. You just have to give me some space in it. And every now and then, let me help you to develop your Annorasi abilities.”

“Like last night?”

“Yes. Only from now on, we can stay at sea level, if you prefer.”

He was waiting for me to say yes. I could tell that he was. But I hesitated, and my hesitation confused him.

“Is this . . . I mean, is this all right with you?” He asked, his beautiful eyes suddenly uncertain.

I was definitely starting to lose it. I mean, here Lucas Stratton was asking me if I would mind spending every waking minute with him from now on, and I was hesitating? What was wrong with me?

“What about Emily?” I heard myself ask.

Lucas stiffened a little bit. “I’ve already taken care of that.”

“What do you mean?” But then I knew exactly what he meant. Incredulous, I croaked out, “You broke up with her?”

“Yes. Last night, after I dropped you off at your Gran’s house.”

Part of my brain immediately started thinking about what this news would mean when we returned to school tomorrow. I very nearly peeked over Lucas’s shoulder to see if there was a line of girls already forming there, now that he was available. But another part of my brain had a sudden flash of understanding.

“I guess you had to break up with her, right?” I asked. “Since now you know she’s human. Because of the rules? I mean, if humans and the Annorasi can’t have relationships . . .” I couldn’t help but wonder what the rule was regarding relationships between the Annorasi and half humans, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask.

“Emily and I never truly had much of a relationship,” he said quickly. “I’m pretty sure she thought of me as more of a social conquest than anything else. Trust me, when I spoke to her last night, I hurt her ego more than anything else. She’ll survive.”

“What did you tell her?” I asked, then immediately slapped a hand over my mouth. “I’m sorry,” I said, lowering my hand. “It’s none of my business.”

“I told her I had feelings for someone else. For you.”

I clapped my hand over my mouth again to hide the fact it had just fallen open in utter shock.

“It’s all pretense, of course,” he said quickly.

My heart, which had begun to flutter lightly upward, took a sudden nosedive back down. It crash-landed somewhere in my stomach and left behind a dull, thudding ache.

“I mean, I never intended for anything romantic to happen with Emily,” he continued, oblivious to my pain. “I initially approached her thinking we could be friends, and that way I could keep an eye on her, but she didn’t exactly see things my way. But then I realized dating was the perfect excuse for spending so much time with her. I don’t see any reason why the same thing shouldn’t work for us. If we let people think we’re dating, it won’t seem strange that we’re together a lot. Right?”

I nodded numbly. Pretense. If we let people think we’re dating. Funny how none of my daydreams had ever included those little romantic nuggets. Then again, in my daydreams, spending time with Lucas had never been about keeping me alive. It had never been a job for him, either.

And that’s when I realized it. I was a job to Lucas. How strange that I found the idea mildly offensive, certainly unsettling, when just days ago I would’ve given my right arm to be anything at all to him. Being a job was better than being nothing, I supposed. At least I would get to spend time with him. A lot of time, apparently.

Weird. Of all the things he had just told me, you’d think the news that a group of superhuman, magical beings had killed my family and were now bent on killing me would have been the most troublesome.

“What about you?” he asked, as I shook my head to clear it.

“What?”

“I mean, is there anyone . . .” He trailed off, and I shook my head, blushing, as soon as I figured out what he meant.

“No, that won’t be a problem.”

He raised one eyebrow. “So Emily was wrong about you and Nate Whitting?”

“Oh, yeah. Very wrong. Nate and I have been best friends since first grade. He’s like my brother. I couldn’t imagine thinking of him any other way.”

“And do you think he’ll believe you and I are together?”

“I think I can convince him,” I said mildly. It seemed a distinct possibility, given that he’d been trying to convince me of that very thing only this morning. “But I don’t like lying to him.”

“I know,” Lucas said, sounding like he actually did appreciate the dilemma. “But you have to think of this as self preservation, Addy. More than that, actually, because if the Others get wind of you, then you and anyone close to you will be in grave danger. That includes Nate, and your other friend—Olivia, is it? Yes, you are lying to them, but you have to remember it’s for their protection as well.”

I nodded slowly. “Okay then.” I peeked over at him out of the corner of my eye. “My very own guardian angel.”

“If you start calling me that, people are going to think we have a very strange relationship.”

I just sighed. The population of Marin County High was already going to think it very strange indeed that Lucas Stratton would suddenly dump Emily Archer for me. Would they even believe it? I guess there was only one way to find out.
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“A Tender Grief That Is Not Woe”
 

LUCAS DROPPED ME OFF at home in the late afternoon. We both got out of the car, and he walked me to the front gate.

“I’ll see you tomorrow morning, Addy. Do you mind if we take my car to school?”

“No. Oh, wait—I always pick up Nate in the morning. He works at Sully’s, on Grant.”

“No problem. We can swing by and get him. I’ll pick you up at seven thirty tomorrow. Unless . . .” He hesitated, and I looked at him curiously. “I’m trying to figure out how to ask you if you’re staying in this evening without sounding too much like a stalker,” he told me finally.

I let out a very small laugh; he did sound a bit like a stalker. “I’m in for the night, I think,” I told him. “I’ll call you if I change my mind.”

We had exchanged phone numbers before leaving the lake.

“Okay, I’ll see you in the morning then,” he said.

“Wait.” I fingered my car keys. “Do you need a ride? How are you getting home?”

He raised his eyebrows mysteriously and started walking backward down the street. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

And then he was just . . . gone.

——
 

Inside, Gran was supervising her boys as they unboarded the east wing of the house; now that I was “in the know,” they no longer needed to live there in secret. Apparently my new identity as the only existing half human, half Annorasi being came not only with a guardian angel, but also with ten, large, male roommates who I knew better as cats than people.

This was definitely going to take some getting used to.

I went up to my room and sat at my desk, automatically pulling out my weekend homework. I flew through an outline of my English essay due on Thursday, and I read the two chapters assigned in Advanced Placement U.S. History without even realizing what topic they were on. I skimmed my chemistry lab and wrote down halfhearted, generic answers to the questions at the end, again without paying any attention to what I was doing. I was usually a very good student; one weekend of work done on autopilot wasn’t going to destroy my G.P.A., even if my answers turned out to be totally incomprehensible (and there was a pretty good chance that would be the case).

Soon there was only precalc left, but I pushed the book aside without opening it. Math required actual concentration, and my brain was already occupied elsewhere.

The things Lucas had told me kept running through my head. Every word from start to finish, over and over again, in his silky, musical voice.

Magic. The Annorasi. Guardian. Emily.

I got up from the desk and lay down on my bed, on top of the covers. When I glanced over at the clock radio to see if it was late enough to justify going to bed (8:30 p.m.—no . . .), I realized with a start that someone had put an antique-looking brass frame on my nightstand, the kind with a hinge in the middle and room for one picture on either side. The pictures Gran (it had to have been her) had put inside came from the photo album we had looked at yesterday; the photo on the left was my mom, my dad, and me. The one on the right was my grandmother, Rosabel Stirling.

I picked the frame up and held it over my head so I could look up at it as I lay back down. These pictures had a new significance now that I knew more about the people in them. My grandmother—famous, beloved Annorasi. My mother—infamous, misbehaving Annorasi? My father—troublesome human? I still wasn’t quite sure what to think about either of my parents.

I forced the lecture inside my head to rewind, all the way past the beginning and back to yesterday, back to when Gran had first told me the fire that had killed my parents had not been an accident, as I’d always been told it was. I played her words back over and over again as well, searching my insides for the appropriate emotion, for any sort of proper reaction to the news that my parents had been murdered.

There was none. No emotion, and no reaction. Just as there hadn’t been any yesterday, and just as there hadn’t been any today, when Lucas had brought the whole thing up again.

Now, before you start thinking horrible thoughts about me, let me rephrase. It wasn’t that I had no reaction at all to the news of my parents’ and grandmother’s murder. Of course I did. It’s just that my reaction was very similar to the way I’m pretty sure I would have felt upon hearing that an acquaintance’s parents had been murdered. Shock? Yes. Sadness? Certainly. But missing was any sense of personal loss, or any feelings of deep-down, anguishing grief. There wasn’t even a good, healthy dose of anger at finding out I’d been intentionally robbed of loving, caring parents and the life I could have had with them.

I wasn’t having any of the kinds of feelings I imagined I should be having.

I stared hard at the faded, somewhat fuzzy picture of my parents in the frame. My mother, with her freckles and her red hair. My father, with his pointy nose and whitish blonde hair. In the picture, they’re both smiling.

Was I some sort of monster because I had no feelings for these people? Or was it because I had no real memories of them?

Back when we’d been friends, Emily and I had discussed what it was like to be kids whose parents were dead exactly once. Her parents had died in a car crash when she was four, and she’d spent a year in a foster home before being adopted by Mary and Joshua Archer. She considered them her parents, just as I considered Gran to be mine. Like Gran, they dragged out a photo album a couple of times each year so Emily would remember her biological parents. Like me, Emily said she only thought of her biological parents at those moments; the rest of the time, the Archers were her parents, her life was her life, and that was the end of it.

But the thing that always stuck in my head the most about our talk had been the part where Emily told me she remembered her parents. Really remembered them, as in, she had pictures of them in her head that hadn’t come from memorizing the contents of a photo album. When she told me that, I remember thinking how strange it was that even though I’d been two full years older when my parents died, I had no memories of them.

Not a single one.

In fact, I had no memories at all about my life before I came to California with Gran. I didn’t remember England. I didn’t remember Gran telling me my parents had died. I didn’t remember getting on a plane and flying from London to San Francisco. I didn’t remember arriving at this house.

My first, honest-to-goodness memory was walking into my first day of first grade. The teacher—Mrs. Charles—had sat me down on the floor next to Nate and asked him if he could please share the Lincoln Logs with me.

That was it. Not a single, solitary memory of my life before that moment.

Why was that?

I looked at the pictures in the frame again. I knew the people in those pictures, but I knew them the same way I knew the state capitals, or that Au is the chemical symbol for gold on the periodic table. Because I had learned it. Years of study had committed every detail of the photographs to memory, but I couldn’t remember ever seeing these people with my own eyes. Was that why I couldn’t work up the proper emotion to the news of their murders?

It couldn’t be because I was a heartless wretch through and through. I couldn’t even imagine how distraught I’d be if anything were ever to happen to Gran, or to Nate, or to Olivia. But they were different—they were actual people in my life, people who I loved and who loved me.

And I couldn’t feel the same way toward the strangers in those photographs. I just couldn’t, even though I knew I should.

Maybe I was a monster.

I sat holding the picture frame for a very long time, loathing myself for being so cold and unfeeling, before another unwelcome thought wormed its way into my head; this was yet another thing that I couldn’t discuss with Nate, or with Olivia. They wouldn’t understand the guilt that came from not being able to grieve for your own parents—their parents were not strangers to them.

There was only one person who might possibly be able to understand. And she was now the one person who had more reason to hate me than anyone else on the planet, the one person I definitely could not talk to about this, or possibly anything else, ever again.

Emily. Who probably already hated me for stealing Lucas, even though I hadn’t actually stolen him, and even though it hadn’t even been my idea in the first place. Up until last night, there had always been the possibility we could reconcile. It’s not like anything truly bad had ever happened between us.

It was just one of those things. Emily had been the new kid in fourth grade who Nate and I had decided to take pity on and befriend. The three of us had been inseparable until the summer after eighth grade, when Emily made the fateful decision to exchange her brain for shiny hair and boobs. Then we’d entered high school, and she found out the popular crowd would have her. We never saw her much after that.

Nate always liked to say we “traded Emily in” for Olivia. But in reality, it was Emily who traded us in. And even though I wouldn’t give up Olivia for the world, I sometimes miss Emily. The old version of her—not the self-admiring, shell of a person she is now. In the back of my mind, I’d always sort of hoped one day she’d snap out of it and we could all be friends again.

But Lucas had slammed that door shut last night. Tomorrow I’d have to endure the total, unrestrained hatred of Emily Archer. I couldn’t argue with her for hating me or blame her for it, even though I knew I’d really done nothing to deserve it.

Nothing—except lust after her boyfriend for two solid months. The fact that this had nothing to do with anything was now beside the point.

Ug. Tomorrow was going to be awful.
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Trick or Treat
 

WHEN I WOKE UP THE NEXT MORNING I realized, with a slight shock, that it was Halloween. Not that the holiday meant too terribly much to me anymore. I mean, I was well past the age when it was considered appropriate to go door to door and beg for candy, but it was a mark of my preoccupation with recent events that I’d almost let it pass by without even noticing.

Today, though, I was much more concerned with how my new, fake relationship with Lucas was going to go over at school. I had an ominous foreboding totally in keeping with the fact that it was October 31st.

I went through my morning routine faster than usual, now that I had only one cat to feed instead of eleven. There had still been no sign of Gran or her boys when the doorbell rang at precisely seven thirty.

When I opened the door, I took a moment to marvel at the way Lucas’s green, long-sleeved T-shirt set off his eyes, and the way his dark jeans seemed tailor-made to fit him. Lucas never dressed fancy—I don’t think I’d ever seen him in anything except for jeans—and he never looked like he was trying very hard, but damn that boy knew how to wear clothes.

Even though he’d scoffed at the reference yesterday, I’d already started thinking about him as my very own personal guardian angel. And I had to admit that a small part of my head was gleefully celebrating that everyone at school would soon be thinking that this exquisite creature was my boyfriend.

But before the celebrating could really get going, the rational side of my brain beat it back, reminding me sternly this was all fake, fake, fake, and just a job to him. Nothing more.

And he’d probably rather still be fake going out with Emily.

“Are you okay?” he asked, and I realized I’d been staring at him for some time, with God-only-knows what kind of weird expression on my face.

“Fine,” I said, forcing my face into a normal-seeming smile as I followed him outside.

There was a black Honda coupe parked behind my Oldsmobile. It looked just beat up enough to be a real, human teenager’s car, but it was otherwise well cared for. I wondered if Lucas had added the small dents on the front and back bumpers, or the six-inch scratch on the passenger-side door on purpose, just to make it seem more realistic.

Or maybe not. He hadn’t listed “flawless driving” as one of his Annorasi abilities—maybe the Annorasi were just careless.

I was going to have to remember to ask him what his other abilities were. He hadn’t answered that question yesterday.

“Did you talk to Nate last night?” he asked, as he turned left on Grant without me having to remind him we had another passenger to pick up.

“No.” I’d ignored all five of his phone calls, trying to put off lying to him for as long as possible. I’d ignored three of Olivia’s calls too.

Nate was waiting on the curb outside of Sully’s, two coffee cups in hand. He looked puzzled at first as the black Honda pulled up beside him. He peered through the windshield, smiled curiously to find me in the passenger seat, and then nearly dropped the coffees when he saw who was in the driver’s seat.

“Let him have the back,” Lucas reminded me in a whisper, as I got out of the car to let Nate in. “Remember, you’re my ‘girlfriend’ now.”

Oh, right. Like I could have forgotten about that. The air quotations he had put up around the key word only hurt a little bit.

Nate gave me a sly grin, as he slid past me into the backseat. “Hey, man,” he said to Lucas. “Sorry I don’t have a coffee for you. If Addy had any manners, she would’ve told me you were coming.”

I slammed the passenger door a bit harder than was strictly necessary and fumbled with my seatbelt.

“Don’t worry about it,” Lucas told him. “I don’t really like coffee.”

Nate chuckled as he passed me one of the two cups. “That’ll change, believe me. Addy’s a champion pusher.”

I took the top off of the cup so I could take larger gulps of caffeine than the small hole in the lid would allow, praying as I did that Nate would just shut up and be cool.

But he wouldn’t have been Nate if he’d done that.

“So,” he continued, thoroughly enjoying every second of my uncomfortable silence. “What did you two kids do yesterday?”

“We went to the lake,” Lucas told him pleasantly. “Addy’s Gran packed us a lunch, and we just sort of hung out for a while.”

Nate choked on his coffee. “You met Gran?” he sputtered.

I winced; in the eleven years I’d known Nate, he had only met Gran twice, on two of the extremely rare occasions when she had left the house. How could I explain to him why Lucas, who had been in my life for less than two full days, was already tied with him? Past him, actually—Nate had never been inside of my house. I started praying silently that Lucas wouldn’t mention that little tidbit next.

“What did you do yesterday?” Lucas asked Nate, avoiding his question as we turned into the school parking lot.

“Just work and stuff,” Nate muttered.

I turned around and looked at him accusingly as Lucas parked the car. “You had work yesterday? Why didn’t you call and ask me for a ride?”

“You were busy,” he said, his face a mask of calm.

“Nate,” I said irritably, “You know you can always call me, anytime you need a—” I broke off suddenly—maybe he couldn’t call me every time he needed a quick ride somewhere, not now that Lucas had to be with me whenever I left the house.

“It’s okay.” Nate began to look uncomfortable. “My dad can usually drive me. It’s not a big deal.”

I felt like crying as I opened the car door and stumbled out, dragging my coffee and my messenger bag behind me. This was already not going well, and the day hadn’t even started yet.

Lucas was right beside me as we walked up to school, not quite touching me but close enough so the whispers had already begun by the time we reached Junior Hall, where all of our lockers were. Nate mumbled an excuse and darted away in the direction of his first class.

I watched him go, wondering what I could say to make it better but not coming up with anything useful.

I dropped down to the floor in front of my locker, and Lucas knelt down beside me.

“Are you—” he began, but then a giant, gooey cookie swung into my field of vision.

“Happy Halloween, Addy!” Olivia chorused, swinging the pumpkin cookie back and forth until I snatched it out of her hand. I looked up to find her beaming down at me. Except for the cat ears perched atop her head and the long, black tail pinned to the back of her jeans, she was dressed perfectly normal.

“Happy Halloween, Lucas!” She pulled out another cookie, this one in the shape of a smiley ghost, and handed it to him. Olivia was an excellent baker, and she never let a holiday pass without forcing us all to eat something heavily frosted.

“Thanks,” he said. “And it’s ‘Luc’, actually. Nobody really calls me Lucas.”

I raised an eyebrow; this was news to me. And I was supposed to be his girlfriend? This was never going to work.

But Olivia seemed convinced, smiling between the two of us as though we’d just announced our engagement and asked her to bake the wedding cake. Clearly, she had spoken to Nate.

“Well,” I said, closing my locker and standing up awkwardly; Lucas—excuse me, Luc—reached out a hand to steady me, and I thought Olivia was going to positively overflow with excitement. “We’d better get to class.”

“Yep, we’d better do that!” Olivia squealed, wrapping an arm around my shoulders, pulling my ear an inch from her mouth, and stage-whispering, loudly enough for Lucas to hear, “You will tell me everything later!” She released me, gave us both a wave, and bounced away, grinning broadly, cat tail swinging.

“Well, that wasn’t so bad,” Lucas said as we headed to his locker. “At least we got cookies out of it.”

“‘Luc’?” I hissed, from behind the cover of his locker door (a top one—figured). “When were you going to tell me about that?”

He shrugged. “It didn’t occur to me until right then. Why?”

“Never mind,” I said, exasperated. I downed the last of my coffee in one giant gulp and tossed the empty cup into a nearby trash can, wishing there was some way I could get another fix between now and the start of precalc. I was starting to turn into a junkie.

“Hey,” he said, putting a hand over mine, which was clutching the side of his locker, white-knuckled and practically shaking. “Relax. You’re acting like someone is going to call us out and make us admit in front of the whole school that we’re—” he dropped his voice as Terrance Seaver walked by, suspiciously close and obviously intent on eavesdropping—“we’re not really a couple,” he finished when Terrance had wandered out of earshot.

His hand was warm on mine, and for a moment my train of thought was totally obliterated. When I managed to get it back, I realized he was right. We could do this. We had to do this. But still—it was already a lot more uncomfortable than I’d thought it was going to be.

“Can’t you just make everybody be cool?” I pleaded in a whisper. “Don’t you know some kind of Annorasi mind trick or something?”

“I’m not a Jedi,” he informed me, the corners of his mouth turning up. “I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do about that. Come on. Today might be a little tough, but by tomorrow everyone will be over us and on to the next thing. Okay?”

Trying to remind myself that my life was quite possibly at stake here, I strode boldly into precalc beside my fake boyfriend.

——
 

Luc lingered by my desk, waiting until just before the bell rang to take his regularly assigned seat . . . which, unfortunately, was right next to Emily.

She did not look over at him once during the whole period; I know this because I sat and watched her the entire time, sneaking bites of my pumpkin cookie and not paying attention to a single word that came out of Ms. Fetterly-Dinsmore’s mouth.

I wondered if Emily had been sad yesterday, or if Lucas (arrgghh! Luc!) was right, and only her ego had been bruised by the abrupt dumping. I wondered if she’d avoided her locker this morning, afraid she might bump into one of us.

It was then the rational part of my brain, the same part that had so nastily pointed out this morning that Luc was only pretending to be interested in me, chimed in with the equally rational truth about Emily: It took her two whole months to realize that your locker was close to hers, and if she’d just stolen your boyfriend, she probably wouldn’t be giving you a second thought right now.

Well, rational truth or not, I still felt rotten about the entire situation.

Luckily, I would not have to feel that way for much longer.

Precalc finally ground its way to a halt. Luc swung around, without glancing at Emily, to pick me up. With Olivia distracting me that morning, I hadn’t gotten a chance to grab my Spanish book. I knew I couldn’t count on Señora Castigo uncharacteristically pardoning the same transgression two class periods in a row. I was going to have to go to my locker and get my book; there were no two ways about it.

And that’s where we saw Emily. She must have literally sprinted out of class in order to beat us to the lockers with plenty of time to spare, because by the time Luc and I got there, she was already squashed up against the front of her locker with her lips, both arms, and one leg wrapped around the tall, blonde, statuelike body of none other than Paul Green.

I had two thoughts:
 

   1. My God, she works fast; and

   2. Any second now, Karinda Walsh is going to come barreling around the corner with a machete, ready to hack up Emily and any part of Paul she refused to let go of.
 

Every single drop of guilt I had about “stealing” Luc away from Emily melted into the ground right there and then. A weight had been lifted off of my chest.

I grabbed my Spanish book out of my locker as fast as I could, stealing glances over at Luc as I did, trying to figure out what he was thinking. Was he angry with Emily? Hurt?

He didn’t look like he was feeling either of these things; in fact, he looked vaguely amused as we began the long trek to Señora Castigo’s room. “See?” he said. “I told you not to worry about her.”

“You’re not upset?” I asked, somewhat hesitantly.

He shook his head. “I told you, Addy, Emily and I were all business.”

Just like you and me, I couldn’t help adding in my head.

“Speaking of which,” he continued, “You’re on your own in Spanish. I’ll meet you outside as soon as class is over though, okay?”

I was a little bit surprised at this. “Is that allowed?”

He chuckled. “I’ll be two classrooms over. Yell if you need anything, but do me a favor and don’t freak out if Sonya comes wandering through your classroom. I think you sort of hurt her feelings last time.”

“Sonya?” He’d totally lost me.

“That’s what I named the cougar,” he explained. “If you see her again, instead of screaming, try scratching her behind the ears. She likes it.”

I threw him a you’re ridiculous look as we reached the door of Spanish class.

“See you after.” He smiled that irresistibly charming smile of his and walked two doors down to his French class.

We were supposed to spend the first fifteen minutes of class chatting with our speaking partners, in Spanish, about our respective weekends. As I suffered through Rodney Harris’s halting attempt to tell me about his sister’s field hockey tournament, I realized the other conversations I heard around me all fell into one of two categories: Emily and Paul, or Luc and me. Just like in precalc, I felt an uncharacteristic number of eyes on me for the entire period.

I tried not to slump down in my seat, but I felt like the weight of all those eyeballs was pulling me down. I was not used to being the focus of gossip, and the constant staring made me shifty and nervous. Or maybe it was because I’d basically chugged my morning coffee instead of sipping it.

I was still on edge at the end of the period and very nearly jumped out of my skin when I found Luc waiting for me outside, his hand resting casually atop the head of the gigantic silver cougar I’d last seen jumping through the window in precalc.

Sonya.

I panicked for about two seconds and then realized Sonya was invisible to everyone except Luc and me.

“I thought of a solution to the classes we have apart,” Luc explained, nonchalantly scratching Sonya behind the ears. Immediately, there was a thunderous rumbling sound, and the ground beneath my feet trembled slightly as the big cat began to purr. “Sonya says she’ll keep an eye on you during those periods, as long as you promise not to scream at her again.”

I think it was at that moment I realized, fully, and for the first time, that my life had most definitely taken a turn toward the absurd.

After break, where I tried and failed to catch sight of Nate, Sonya accompanied me to ceramics. She sat in the aisle beside me as I brushed a light blue glaze onto the bowl I’d finished last Friday, and which had successfully survived the firing process over the weekend. Sonya remained perfectly still for the entire period—ears alert and tail curled majestically over her front paws. Midway through class, I gave an enormous fake yawn, stretched my right hand out and scratched her behind both ears.

She didn’t purr for me; apparently she only felt the need to be charming around Luc. Or maybe she was still miffed about my screaming at her.

Miffed or not, Sonya stayed resolutely by my side until the end of the period, when Luc met us at the door. He nodded gravely to the cat, who nuzzled his hand and then trotted off toward the cafeteria.

I had next period with Luc. Advanced Placement U.S. History was just the same as always; Mr. Gatsby (no relation to “the Great”) spent most of the period telling us which subjects he was predicting would be on this year’s AP test and then assigned us a mountain of reading. There was a fair amount of blatant staring at Luc and me and enough whispering behind hands to make me relieved when the bell rang. At least the next hour was lunch; even though I was pretty sure the unwanted attention would only increase, since there would be nothing like teachers or pesky schoolwork to distract my peers, at least I wouldn’t be trapped inside a cramped classroom with all of the stares.

I led Luc toward the stone table in the corner of the quad that Nate, Olivia, and I had claimed as our lunch spot midway through freshman year and never relinquished. Nate was already sitting there, his brown bag lunch in front of him on the table, completely untouched.

“I’m going to buy a soda,” Luc said casually when we were still some distance from the table. “I’ll be right back.”

“What?” I asked as he changed course and started walking toward the cafeteria.

Luc looked pointedly at Nate, waved at me, then disappeared inside.

As though there had been some kind of invisible handoff, Sonya appeared at my side and walked with me the rest of the way to the lunch table. Once there, she curled up on the ground in a nearby patch of sun, her watchful eyes scanning the quad.

I sat on the stone bench across from Nate and deposited my lunch on the table. “Hey,” I said.

“Hey,” he said back. “Olivia has an extra rehearsal today during lunch, so it’ll just be us. Unless Lucas . . .” he trailed off.

“He’s getting a soda,” I said, and Nate nodded.

There was a moment of silence, during which Sonya yawned tremendously and stretched out her front paws, unsheathing her lethal-looking claws and scraping them against the concrete. I winced at the earsplitting sound, but Nate didn’t seem to hear anything strange.

“Is this weird?” I asked him finally, trying to put the cougar out of my mind.

“A little.” He shifted around uncomfortably. “It’s different. But I’ll get used to it, I promise. I like Lucas. He seems like an okay guy.”

“He is.”

“It’s just funny, you know? Everyone is talking about you today. Everyone is asking me things.”

“What kind of things?” I frowned. It hadn’t occurred to me anyone else would be inconvenienced by the gossip frenzy. I didn’t like knowing Nate had spent his entire morning being hassled.

“You know—how you guys got together, how long it’s been going on, that kind of thing.” He looked down at the ground between the table and the bench, adding quietly, “I’d sort of like to know too.”

“You do know,” I reminded him. “You saw us leave the rally together on Saturday.”

“That was seriously the first time you guys got together?” he asked, his voice heavy with skepticism. “And now it’s Monday, and you’re already a couple? And he’s already met Gran? That seems awfully fast.”

I swallowed. Nate knew me too well. Despite his teasing me on the phone yesterday, I’d suspected it was going to be harder to convince him Luc and I were the genuine article than it had been to convince Olivia, but I hadn’t counted on it being physically painful to lie to him. If only he would stop looking at me like that—like he knew I was purposefully keeping him in the dark.

I shrugged, trying to look casual. “Sometimes these things happen fast. What can I say?”

“Come on, Addy.”

“What?” I said irritably. “What do you want me to say, Nate? I like Luc. Luc likes me.”

“Oh it’s ‘Luc’ now?”

“Nobody really calls him ‘Lucas,’” I parroted Luc’s words to Olivia.

“You did! Up until this morning, anyway.”

I frowned down at my lunch. Sonya turned her head toward Nate and began to study him, clearly trying to determine whether or not he was a threat.

“Did you even talk to Emily?” he asked, and I snapped my head up in annoyance.

“I couldn’t. Her face was attached to Paul Green. And you’re one to suddenly be thinking of Emily’s feelings—what happened to the ‘is this the great Emily revenge?’ talk you gave me yesterday morning?”

“I was kidding, Addy, God! Since when do you not know when I’m kidding and when I’m being serious? You’re not yourself. You’ve been acting weird since Friday. It’s not like you to go after someone else’s boyfriend. It’s not like you to not tell your best friend about what’s happening until it’s already a done deal. And now you’re sitting here acting like nothing has changed. Well, it has, Addy. It’s weird, and you know it. You’re not being straight with me.”

Sonya straightened up lazily and began to stretch-walk toward Nate. I waved her off, and she sat next to me instead, still watching Nate suspiciously out of the corner of one, silver-rimmed eye.

He looked around the quad; I followed his gaze, and the dozen or so people who had been surreptitiously watching our fight all turned innocently away. Great. We had added fuel to the gossip fest.

“Is it that you like all this stuff?” Nate asked quietly, glaring at a nearby group of freshman girls. “That’s it, isn’t it? You like being the center of attention all of a sudden. You’re the new Emily Archer—you’ve joined the popular crowd now. How does it feel?”

“Shut up!” I shouted with surprising force. More quietly, I added, “You know that’s not true.”

“Oh, I think it is true.” He nodded in a profoundly certain kind of way. “I think that’s exactly what’s happening here.”

“Then you don’t know me like I thought you did.” I was being spectacularly unfair, considering that he was, after all, totally right that everything I’d been doing for the past three days was totally out of character for me. But I no longer cared about hurting his feelings. I was too mad.

“Maybe I don’t know you,” Nate agreed. “Maybe I never did.” He stood up from the table and stalked off across the quad.

Sonya leapt to her feet and stared hungrily after Nate. She looked back at me, questioningly; I shook my head slightly. She sat back down, grumbling to herself.

“Hmmmm.”

I jumped as Luc appeared at my side, soda in hand. Had he been there the whole time, invisible, listening? Or did he just walk up quietly behind me? I didn’t feel like asking.

“That didn’t seem like it went very well,” he observed, sitting beside me.

I shook my head miserably. “Nope. Not very well at all.”

——
 

The period right after lunch—chemistry—passed in a blur, mostly because I was doing my best to block out the chatter all around me. But it was impossible to ignore it completely.

The general consensus seemed to be that not only had Nate and I been dating, but I hadn’t even bothered to dump him before taking up with Luc, and our little show during lunch had been me coldly informing him he’d been replaced. Apparently, Emily had not been alone in thinking Nate and I were more than just best friends.

My misery over the entire situation was lessened just a little bit by a small chunk of Annorasi knowledge I gleaned right after chemistry was over, when Luc and I walked to his locker to pick up his books for our next class together.

As we approached his locker, the light above our heads began to blink violently on and off until it finally made a loud popping sound and fizzled out.

Luc glanced up at it resignedly and shrugged.

“That bulb lasted nearly a month—that’s a record for me.”

I squinted at the light in confusion, but suddenly it hit me that this was not the first bulb I’d seen act up lately. The lamp in Gran’s dining room beside the table where Luc had been sitting, the light up at the Headlands . . . hadn’t the lights in precalc flickered on my birthday? And the only common factor to all of those things had been Luc.

I looked over at him; there was a somewhat amused look on his face as he watched me try to figure it out.

“Electricity,” he explained. “It acts differently around the Annorasi. Lightbulbs seem to have an especially hard time.”

“But they don’t all do that,” I pointed to the dead bulb above our heads.

“Just the ones I pass by a lot. Or especially old ones. Believe it or not, this is much better than it used to be.” Luc smiled ruefully as he opened his locker. “I seem to have less of an effect on lights the more time I spend here.” He looked at me pointedly, and I understood he meant the human world. “Those of us who don’t spend as much time here—well, you should see what happens when they get around a lightbulb!”

I tried to ponder this strange new fact about the Annorasi for the rest of the day, but it was hard to concentrate; I couldn’t stop thinking about Nate. We’d had our share of fights over the years, but never in the eleven years that I’d known him had he looked at me the way he did at lunch.

When the school day finally came to an end, Luc did his best to cheer me up as we walked through the parking lot toward his car.

“Nate will come around,” he assured me. “Just give him some time.”

“Uhh huh,” I muttered. On the other side of the parking lot, Nate was getting into Terrance Seaver’s car. Apparently he had found a new person to shuttle him around after school.

I’d been replaced too.

Luc looked at me worriedly as I flopped into the passenger seat beside him. “You’re not thinking of telling—”

“No,” I interrupted him flatly. The thought of telling Nate the truth had occurred to me several times, but each time I had managed to convince myself there was no point. Even if it hadn’t been against the rules, and even if there had been a chance he would have believed me, he’d never believe me now. Not since he thought I was just trying to get attention. What was more attention-seeking than:
 

Hey Nate! You were totally right! I have been keeping something from you.


The truth is, my mother was part of a secret society of magical beings I now half belong to myself, and Luc is just pretending to be my boyfriend to protect me from some of the other magical beings who didn’t like my parents and might want to kill me.


Yeah. I had a feeling telling him that would only take things from bad to worse.

Luc still looked worried when we pulled up outside of Gran’s house. “It’s been a long day,” he said thoughtfully. “Maybe my next Annorasi lecture can wait until tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, reaching for the door handle.

He stopped me with a hand on my arm. “Everything is going to be all right, Addy. I promise.”

He looked so sincere, and so beautiful, at that moment I very nearly started to cry. In actual fact, it had been his sudden presence in my life that had started all of the craziness, but I couldn’t hold him responsible. He was just trying to help me.

“I’m in for the night,” I told him. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“Seven thirty,” he said. “And I promise I’ll tell you more about the Annorasi. I want to show you there are a few good things about being who you are. It’s not all bad.”

I smiled grimly at him. “Thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Call me if you need to talk.”

I smiled for real as I climbed out of the car. “That was a very boyfriendy thing to say,” I remarked.

He shrugged. “I think I’m getting the hang of this.”

——
 

Olivia called the second I walked through the door, wanting to talk about Nate. I mostly listened as she rattled off a complicated theory about how I’d been “the woman in Nate’s life” and how it was difficult for him to see me now being the “woman in someone else’s life.” She concluded it would take Nate some time to figure out I could be both at the same time, and she left me with the same advice Luc had: “Just give him some time.”

After we hung up, I yelled a hello to Gran in the kitchen and trudged upstairs. I was avoiding her on purpose, because I knew she’d almost certainly ask me how Nate was doing, as was her habit whenever we talked right after school. I had zero desire to talk about him for the rest of the day.

I didn’t want to think about him either, so I pulled out my homework, intending to lose myself in my assignments and possibly make up for rushing through my weekend homework and not paying attention to a single one of my classes today.

My plan worked splendidly, and I spent the next two hours in solid work-mode. I paused only when my pen ran out of ink, halfway through my history assignment. Sighing, I reached into my desk drawer to find another one, and was surprised when my hand hit crinkly plastic.

My Halloween contraband. I had forgotten all about it. Finding it gave my spirits a slight, but desperately needed, lift.

I looked at my watch: six thirty. Still plenty of time for trick-or-treaters.

I emptied both bags of candy into the witch bowl and headed downstairs. Through the living room window and the several layers of plants growing up the front of the house, I could see costumed munchkins already making their way around the neighborhood.

None of them so much as looked at our house. But I had a sudden feeling of confidence that maybe this year would be different.

I settled myself on the sofa, keeping my head propped up on the back of it so I could see out of the window; that way I would have fair warning of any trick-or-treaters and a clear view of any kid who decided to trash our front gate with toilet paper or silly string. It happened nearly every year, and we’d never been able to catch the perpetrators.

I must have fallen asleep because when I woke up, it was dark. The bowl had slipped off of my lap, and half the candy was on the floor.

Gran was leaning over me, peering out of the window. When she saw I was awake, she put a finger to her lips and gestured outside.

I followed her gaze and saw two dark-clad creatures, creeping around outside of the front gate.

My heart leapt into my throat.

“Are those the Others?” I whispered, trying hard to be quiet.

Gran shook her head. “No, those are the Derby twins from down the street. Hooligans. They must be the ones who make a mess of our front yard every year.”

I nearly collapsed back onto the couch with relief. But then, a totally evil look came over Gran’s face. I drew back, appalled.

She did not appear to notice. “Come on,” she said, and tiptoed to the front door.

“What are you going to do?” I whispered frantically.

“What I’ve wanted to do for years now, only I couldn’t, not without tipping you off. But now that you know all about the Annorasi, I don’t see the harm in it. No one will ever believe them, will they? Come and watch, Addy, you’ll like this.”

I tiptoed behind her as she inched the door open and crept onto the front porch. The Derby boys were totally engrossed in threading rolls of toilet paper through the bars of the gate and didn’t see her coming until it was too late.

A phenomenal roar echoed through the front yard, and suddenly Gran was nearly as tall as the surrounding trees. She was also sporting an impressive set of horns and a pair of leathery wings, which she spread out to their fullest extent and flapped threateningly. The stunned twins stood rooted to the spot, staring at her like . . . well, like she was the frightening creature they’d always imagined lived in the scary house at the end of their street.

She roared again. The boys screamed in unison, sounding very much like little girls. They dropped their toilet paper rolls and ran headlong down the street, yelling for their mother.

I could only imagine how they felt; I was scared, and I’d only seen Gran from the back.

She shrunk back down to her normal self again and walked back into the house. She closed the door and held both of her sides, laughing uproariously. “Ahhh, that felt good. Maybe there is something to this Halloween nonsense after all.”

I held the candy bowl out to her. “Trick or treat?”

She smiled, and reached for a candy bar. “Why not? Happy Halloween, dear.”

That was the first time I’d ever seen Gran acknowledge the passing of a holiday with anything other than an irritated frown. At least the day hadn’t been a total loss.
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Chemistry
 

LUC PICKED ME UP FOR SCHOOL again the next morning at seven thirty on the dot. I wasn’t sure Nate would accept a ride to school from us, but we swung by Sully’s anyway.

He was not outside, but this wasn’t unusual; sometimes when he got stuck in a busy rush, I went inside to remind him it was time for school.

Luc waited in the car as I entered Sully’s. Immediately, I realized the six-foot tall black man behind the espresso machine was not Nate, but Sully’s son, Jeremy.

Sully waved to me from his place behind the cash register. “Nate’s not working this morning, sweetheart.” He frowned. “Didn’t he tell you?”

“I guess he forgot,” I mumbled.

Sully insisted I take a cup of coffee to go, and I waited impatiently for him to fill the cardboard cup and add a dash of nonfat milk before I thanked him numbly and shuffled back outside to Luc’s car. This was the first morning ever that coffee did not sound (or smell) remotely appealing to me.

I was silent on the rest of the ride to school.

Luc pulled into his usual parking spot and turned to look at me. “Addy, if this is too hard for you, we might be able to think of another way.”

“No, it’s not too hard,” I told him quickly.

“I didn’t come here to ruin your life,” he said quietly. “This isn’t how I imagined this would go. If you think someone else would be a better Guardian for you—”

“No!” I interrupted. I struggled to calm myself. The idea of losing Luc was the only kind of panic that came close to my current fear that I might have lost Nate. “No, that’s not the answer. I thought about this a lot last night,” I really had—I hadn’t gotten a wink of sleep. “If one weird weekend can drive a wedge this deep between me and Nate, there must be bigger problems in our friendship. There’s something more going on here, on his end. Something he’s not telling me.”

Luc nodded slowly as he digested the conclusion I’d come to at three o’clock that morning, around the same time I’d decided to get a drink of water and only narrowly avoided being gored by the pair of Thai warriors (formerly the two Siamese cats) who had been standing guard outside of my bedroom.

“Okay,” Luc said uncertainly. “If you’re sure . . .”

“I’m sure. Luc, I’m sorry about this. All you’re trying to do is help, and I’m being nothing but difficult.”

“Actually, I think you’ve been coping surprisingly well,” he said without a trace of sarcasm in his voice. “No joke. You’ve had a lot to deal with lately.”

“But it gets better from here on in, right?” I asked hopefully. “You’ve dropped all the big bombshells, and now I just have to deal with the fallout, right?”

He looked uncomfortable, maybe because of my violent metaphor.

“We probably shouldn’t be late for precalc.” He undid his seatbelt and let himself out of the car.

——
 

The school was still buzzing about Emily and Peter, Luc and me, and Nate and me, but now a fourth subject had arisen that took precedence over the others: no one had seen Karinda Walsh since the night of the rally.

Theories abounded as to her whereabouts—most of them included her having a nervous breakdown and being rushed to the same sort of facility I’d been sure I was headed for not too long ago. But all of the teachers in the classes I had with Karinda appeared supremely unconcerned, each noting her absence indifferently on the roll sheet and getting on with the day’s lesson.

I felt a tad responsible; after all, it had been my fake stealing of Luc that caused Emily to take the radical step of severing the previously ironclad bond between Karinda and Peter. But I was also very grateful that Karinda’s disappearance had shifted me over a step from center stage, even if it was only a very small step.

Escort-wise, my day was pretty much the same as yesterday. Luc accompanied me to the classes we had together, and Sonya met me at the door of the periods Luc and I had apart.

Just before lunch, Luc took a plastic bag out of his pocket, quickly dumped the contents into his hand, and held it out for Sonya to eat. “Tuna,” he explained as Sonya inhaled the treat in a single gulp and licked her whiskers expectedly, hoping for more.

He threw the bag away and sniffed his hand distastefully. I usually hated the smell of fish, but on Luc, even tuna ended up smelling like cologne. He probably could have rolled himself in a vat of the stuff, and I still wouldn’t have found him any less attractive.

At lunch, Nate sat with Terrance Seaver and his crowd, clear across the quad from our usual lunch table, where Luc and I were sitting. Olivia came to join us after a silent exchange with Nate, where his glare clearly said, “leave me alone,” and her narrowed eyes screamed “grow up!”

Olivia was very chatty at lunch, plainly trying very hard to convince Luc that at least one of my friends did not disapprove of him. Luc was trying equally hard to convince at least one of my friends that he was not some horrible monster bent on destroying the delicate balance of our lives. He even offered to run lines with her when we were finished eating, after she mentioned she was having difficulty with a particular monologue in Act 2.

“Opening night is in less than a month!” she squealed, pulling out her script and flipping to the tricky monologue, subtly marked with a bright pink Post-it note that had five exclamation marks scribbled on it.

I was genuinely touched by the efforts they both made on my behalf.

After lunch, as Luc and I headed to chemistry, we passed Principal Chatsworth in the hall. Judging from the glares our tall, bald, and slightly potbellied principal shot at each student who dared walk past him, he appeared to be seeing code of conduct violations running rampant throughout the school. That was his usual way.

But when Luc walked by him, with me just a pace behind, Principal Chatsworth’s glare softened and he gave Luc a respectful head nod, the kind exchanged between colleagues on equal footing with one another.

I stared in disbelief as Luc nodded back, and the hallway light above our heads blinked crazily.

“What was that?” I asked after Principal Chatsworth had turned a corner, out of sight.

“Oh, didn’t I tell you? He’s an Annorasi.”

“What?” I exclaimed.

“Shhh.” Luc looked around in alarm. He brought me away from the classroom door and behind a row of lockers, just as the light above our heads finally calmed down. “It’s no big deal.”

“But does he know about me?” I demanded.

“Shhhh,” he said again. “Relax. He doesn’t know anything he shouldn’t. All he knows is that you’re somehow important and I’m your Guardian. He thinks you’re fully human, Addy.”

I breathed a sigh of relief and then noticed Luc eyeing me thoughtfully.

“What?” I asked.

“You really had no idea he was an Anno-ahem,” Luc cut himself off and coughed as a group of senior girls walked by close enough to hear our conversation. “That he was an . . . ‘A’ until I just told you?”

“No. Should I have?”

He shrugged as we began walking toward chemistry again. “You’re the first of your kind, Addy. I’m in no position to tell you what you should or should not be able to do. But, in general, we As can sense other As.”

“Sense—how?”

His forehead creased in thought. “It’s hard to say exactly. It’s like radar, I guess. I can tell when another A comes within about a half mile of me. It’s nothing I can see or hear. It’s just something I’m aware of. If there was a crowd of people in front of me, all humans and one A, I could pick out the A with only one guess.”

His uncannily accurate description of my Luc-radar intrigued me and I almost told him about it, but embarrassment made me hold back. Besides, if my radar hadn’t picked up Principal Chatsworth, I was pretty sure it was Luc-specific.

“What about me?” I asked him. “You can’t sense me, can you?”

“No, I can’t. Not even now that I know you’re half A. I know it intellectually, but I don’t know it the same way I knew Principal Chatsworth was an A the instant I met him.”

I pondered this. Was my human half shielding my Annorasi half?

This made me think of something alarming, and I paled. “If he knows you’re an . . . an A, but he thinks I’m fully human, then what does he think of us? What about the rule against As and humans in relationships? Are you going to get in trouble?”

“No. I explained to him that our pretending to date was necessary to allow us to spend so much time together, and he agreed. He knows it’s all an act, Addy. I’m fine. You’re fine. Everybody’s fine.”

“Okay.” I had never particularly cared what the principal thought of me before, but I was suddenly mortified to know that he knew I had a fake boyfriend.

“So,” I went on, slowing down as we approached the door to the chemistry lab. I was most definitely not eager to get to class. It was difficult to concentrate on school when there were much more interesting things—A things—to think about and discuss. “Is that my A ability? That no other As can sense me?”

“It might be one of them,” Luc moved to let two other juniors into the lab ahead of us. He didn’t seem any more excited than I was to get to class. “Whether it’s an actual ability or just a function of your being . . . what you are, I can’t say.”

“If it’s an ability, then it’s pretty boring,” I said, pouting a little bit. “I was hoping I’d be able to do something similar to what you can.”

“You haven’t seen everything I can do,” he informed me with a cocky smile.

“Then maybe you should show me,” I suggested.

To my surprise, he shook his head. “Actually, I’m not going to show you. Not yet,” he said, teasingly. “There is a school of thought among Anno—I mean, among A—parents, that they shouldn’t influence their children’s growing abilities by showing them specific things they may or may not be able to do when they get older. The idea is that it’s better to let their abilities develop naturally. That way, the kids won’t strive to do things their parents can, while ignoring other, different abilities no one thought to tell them about.”

“But you’re not my parent,” I reminded him, shaking my head at the rather unpleasant analogy. “And I’m not a kid.”

“In A terms, you kind of are,” he said apologetically. “Developmentally speaking, you’re roughly on par with an A three-year-old at the moment.”

“A three-year-old?” I exclaimed, crossing my arms defiantly over my chest. “That sucks.”

“I have a hunch you’ll grow into your powers fairly soon—much faster than a little kid would.”

“I doubt it. Not if it took me seventeen years to get to age three.”

He laughed, and I frowned again.

“Now I feel like I’m just sitting around, waiting for something strange to happen. How am I supposed to know what to look for if I have no idea what other As can even do?”

He shrugged his shoulders with irritating, exaggerated slowness. “Be patient. We’ll both just have to wait and see what happens.”
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Dress Rehearsal
 

THE NEXT FEW WEEKS went by somewhat uneventfully.

Luc and I settled into our fake relationship. He picked me up every morning for school (we stopped going by Sully’s after Nate wasn’t there that one morning—I missed the coffee and the morning buns, but I missed Nate more), and he was by my side for the entire day except for the periods when we had different classes. I had Sonya those times; I sometimes caught myself petting her in the middle of class, forgetting no one else could see her. Luc brought her tuna every day, and she soon took to purring and batting her cat eyelashes whenever she saw him.

She still refused to purr for me.

The stares and the whispers eventually died down as people found other things to talk about. Karinda Walsh even showed up back at school, safe and mentally sound; it turned out she had just been on vacation with her family. She reacted to the news of Paul and Emily not as I’d envisioned (machete rampage) but by declaring emphatically to anyone who would listen that she’d been on the brink of dumping him anyway. Nobody really believed her, but everyone moved on (including Karinda, with an impressionable little freshman who worshipped her).

After school, Luc would drive us back to Gran’s. We would hang out, sometimes for an hour or two, sometimes late into the evening.

Sometimes we went out to various places around Novato and even San Francisco. However, I was disappointed to learn my newfound knowledge regarding the identity of Gran’s boys did not result in the repealing of my curfew. When I asked Gran about it, she explained, “I made a contract with my boys. They agreed to be responsible for your safety, but only on the condition that every night at ten, half of them are given leave to return to the Annorasi world, while the other half stay and guard you at the house. They have lives too, Addy. And I cannot ask them to alter our agreement now.”

Luc used our time together to tell me more about the Annorasi world, but just as often we did our homework or talked about perfectly normal things—the kind of stuff I used to talk about with Nate. Luc was surprisingly easy to talk to; we honestly enjoyed each other’s company.

It occurred to me that as the only Annorasi in the entire school (besides our principal), Luc had probably been fairly lonely until I came along. Even when he’d had Emily to talk to (and to do God only knows what else with—I could hardly bring myself to think about that, let alone ask what had actually gone on between them), he hadn’t been able to talk to her about Annorasi things. He could be himself around me; I wasn’t sure how that measured up to Emily’s charms, but it had to count for something.

Olivia sat with us every day at lunch, and we usually saw her on weekends too. She remained convinced Nate would come around and worked hard to get along with Luc, as if consciously trying to make up for Nate’s bad behavior. Not that Luc was difficult to get along with—he seemed to like Olivia, and she was very enthusiastic about telling me how perfect she thought he and I were together.

Sigh.

Luc was the perfect boyfriend in almost every way, except for the ways I wanted most. We remained strictly platonic, although he gave me enough attention at school to convince our gossipy classmates there was more where that came from behind closed doors.

But other than the occasional awkward moment when I found myself lost in his eyes or unable to breathe because he accidentally brushed my hair with his hand or leaned across me to get another slice of pizza, there was never even a hint of romance between us.

The voice inside my head that had reminded me from day one that our entire relationship was fake, fake, fake never totally shut up, but I learned to ignore it. Sort of.

The only semi-weird thing that happened during the three weeks after I first found out about Principal Chatsworth was the occasional appearance of a tall, skinny figure ringed in silver. At first, when I caught sight of the flashes of silver out of the corner of my eye, I assumed it was just Sonya, wandering around the school as usual. But then one day, I caught a glimpse of it in the rearview mirror of Luc’s car and saw, to my surprise, that it was walking on two legs. It was definitely not a cougar, but when I turned around to get a better look, it was gone.

I never saw the figure clearly again, but I could have sworn I nearly caught it several other times, dancing around behind me, just outside of my field of vision.

I didn’t mention it to Luc. After all, there were a lot of strange creatures running around the Annorasi world. It started becoming increasingly easy for me to see that world, to the point where I sometimes found myself looking at the Annorasi world completely by accident without having to lift the veil. This made for some uncomfortable moments, especially at school, until Luc came up with a solution: training glasses. Except he didn’t tell me only Annorasi children wore them until I’d already promised I would try them.

“Think of them as a tool,” he said patiently when I accused him of treating me like a little kid—again. “You only have to wear them until your control gets better. And only when you’re with humans—when you’re alone with me or at home, you can use your real eyes.”

The glasses were very light and had thin, black frames. They filtered out the Annorasi world. I never saw the strange figure again after I started wearing them, and I sometimes had trouble seeing Sonya (I had to look over or under the lenses to see her; sometimes I forgot and bumped into her, which she didn’t like). But the glasses allowed me to walk around like a functioning human, and that was what counted.

I’d worn the glasses for about a week when I got my first hint of a potential Annorasi power. Actually, come to think of it, it was a little bit more than just a hint.

It was a Thursday evening, the night of the dress rehearsal for The Last Will and Testament of Mrs. Harriet J. Goodrich. I’d been looking forward to it for some time, not because of the rehearsal itself, but because it would give me a chance to be around Nate. He steadfastly refused to speak to me ever since our fight in the quad, ignoring my phone calls and simply walking away when I approached him in person.

But he couldn’t ignore me at rehearsal—not when I was one third of the tech crew under his command.

Well, a quarter of it anyway, now that Luc had somehow managed to charm Mrs. Grimsby into letting him join, even though we didn’t need an extra person.

After school, Terrance Seaver, Nate, Luc, and I met inside the newly completed auditorium. Even Sonya came by to check things out, or so I gathered by the way Luc’s hand started petting the air just behind his back (I had my glasses on, so I couldn’t see her myself).

“We’ve got to put up the lights before the actors go on stage,” Nate said, looking directly at Terrance and completely ignoring Luc and me. “We only have about an hour, so we’re going to have to be quick.”

This was the first day any of us had been allowed inside of the new auditorium. It still smelled a bit like sawdust and fresh paint, but it was definitely much nicer than before; the new linoleum tiles on the floor were unscuffed, and the stage built against the north wall had a handsome, burgundy curtain. A rental company had set up thirty-five rows of folding chairs, all facing the stage.

The rental company had also constructed the lighting frame around the back of the auditorium, so all we had left to do was screw the spotlights themselves into their respective places atop the frame.

When we were all standing underneath the rickety metal structure, gazing up at the auditorium ceiling, Nate finally turned and looked at me.

“Addy? I know you’re the property manager, but do you think you could give us a hand with the lights? We’re in a time crunch here.”

“Sure,” I said lightly, although I glared at him as soon as his back was turned. I knew exactly what he was doing—he didn’t need any extra help, he just knew how much it would freak me out to have to climb up one of the huge ladders leaning against either side of the light frame.

He was punishing me.

“I think we’ve got this, Nate,” Luc said pleasantly, doing his best to get me out of it. “Addy has things she needs to be doing backstage, I think.”

“No, she doesn’t,” I told him evenly. “Addy will be perfectly fine lending a hand here.” And to prove it, I reached out and grabbed the nearest ladder; took one deep, shuddering breath; and began to climb.

I did not allow myself to look down—I looked straight through the rungs at the back wall of the auditorium as I made my way steadily upward. I had to keep going until I was at the second highest rung of the ladder in order to be even with the lighting frame; when I reached it, I paused. I wasn’t quite sure what to do now, other than to stay put and await instructions.

The others were below me—far, far below me—discussing how to proceed.

“I’ll go up the other side,” Terrance said to Luc and Nate, bounding effortlessly up the ladder until he was even with me. “You guys can pass the lights up to us. Does Addy know how to use a screwdriver?”

“Yes,” I said testily, without looking down. Why were they all insisting on talking about me as though I wasn’t there? It was such a guys-around-tools thing to do.

“Addy,” Luc’s voice floated up to me, “are you sure you—”

“I’m fine,” I said through clenched teeth. “Start handing the lights up to me.”

This plan, unfortunately, required me to look down. I grasped the top of the ladder with both hands before I tried it, which was a good thing because as soon as I got my first glimpse of how far away the auditorium floor actually was, I got dizzy.

I tightened my grip on the ladder and tried to literally force my head to stop spinning. I was staying up here until the job was done, no matter what—I had to prove to him I could. I wasn’t quite sure whether the “him” I was talking about was Nate (who had, after all, practically dared me to do this in the first place) or Luc. Maybe both.

It didn’t matter. Climbing back down the ladder in shame was not an option.

My vision finally became steady enough, and I finally got brave enough to let go of the ladder with one hand, reach down, and take up the screwdriver and the first of the heavy lights Luc handed up to me. He had to climb halfway up the ladder in order to put them both in my hands, and I shuddered as even his careful climbing shook the rungs beneath my feet.

“This is silly,” he observed, as I straightened back up.

I looked over at Terrance, who was already beginning to attach the first of the lights Nate handed up to him. Nate watched me from the bottom of Terrance’s ladder, a look of mild concern on his face.

Screw him. He didn’t get to dare me to do something scary and then act concerned. I held the light in place and started screwing it in.

Terrance was a lot faster than I was; he finished all four lights on his side of the frame before I was done with my first two.

It’s not a race, I told myself bending down to accept light number three from Luc. You can win this one just by finishing.

“Tech crew!” Mrs. Grimsby’s shrill voice came from backstage. “I need a hand with the living room set!”

Terrance and Nate, both standing just below my ladder, looked at each other and ran to answer the summons. Nate threw another worried glance at me as he disappeared behind the curtain.

“Okay,” Luc said. “They’re gone. Now will you please come down and let me do the last one?”

“No,” I said stubbornly, finishing light number three and holding my hand out for the fourth.

“What are you trying to prove, exactly?” His voice was thick with disapproval as he climbed part way up the ladder to hand me the last light.

“That I’m not afraid of heights,” I answered, straightening back up and picking up the screwdriver.

“No. Nate knew what he was doing, asking you to help. He was trying to make you go up the ladder so you’d be scared and nervous, and he succeeded. Who’s winning here, Addy?”

“I’m almost done,” I said irritably. “Besides, you don’t have the greatest track record with lightbulbs.”

“My problems don’t start until the electricity is turned on,” he reminded me.

I ignored him, straining to put the light in its proper place. The third light placement had been a bit of a stretch for me, and I could barely reach the fourth one. Terrance must have longer arms than I do.

The reasonable thing would have been for me to climb down the ladder, move it two feet to the left, and climb back up to deal with the light. But I wasn’t about to do that—I knew if I got off of the ladder for even a second, Luc would never let me back up.

So I did the unreasonable thing and stretched as far as I could until only the toes of my right foot were touching the ladder, and I was depending entirely on the hastily put-together metal frame above my head to hold my weight.

Predictably, it wasn’t up to the task. The fourth light placement snapped off of the frame and fell heavily to the auditorium floor.

I was falling with it—until all of a sudden, I wasn’t.

My panic at seeing the auditorium floor rushing up at me caused me to close my eyes. When the bone-crushing smack I expected never happened, I opened my eyes cautiously and looked around.

I was floating in midair, at least six feet off of the floor, stretched out horizontally on my stomach as though there were imaginary wires hanging from the ceiling, suspending my shoulders and my feet.

Luc was directly below me, arms outstretched, prepared to catch me. He gazed up at me, openmouthed.

There was a shout from behind the still-closed curtain; Luc looked in the direction of the noise, then back up at me. “Get down,” he said urgently.

I just stared at him. “You’re not doing this?” I asked incredulously.

He shook his head. “No. Hurry.”

I’m not sure how I lowered myself to the ground—I just sort of thought about it, and it happened. My feet had just touched down and my top half had just flopped over in an uncoordinated heap into Luc’s arms when Nate, Terrance, and Mrs. Grimsby came running around the side of the curtain.

“What happened?” Nate asked as I untangled myself from Luc. No mere human could have possibly smelled that wonderful. And having his arms around me—even for such a brief moment—shouldn’t have felt so good.

“The light slipped out of my hand as I was handing it up,” Luc lied, setting me back on my feet and picking up the smashed light. “I’m very sorry, Mrs. Grimsby, but I think it’s broken.”

Mrs. Grimsby heaved an enormous sigh, then waved a hand in front of her face. “No matter. We’ll get by with seven lights, but move the frame so the lighting on stage looks even. This is only the first disaster of the evening—I expect much more than this to go wrong at a dress rehearsal.” She turned and marched dramatically back behind the curtain.

Terrance shook his head as he watched her go, then looked admiringly at Luc. “She would have killed me if I’d been the one to drop the light,” he said thoughtfully. “She must like you, dude.”

“Addy, are you okay?” Nate asked. He looked so sincerely unhappy right then, so obviously sorry for what he had done, I wanted to hug him.

Or tell him that apparently, I could fly. Or at least float.

Instead, I just said, “Yeah,” and helped the three guys shove the lighting structure a few feet to the left.

——
 

I didn’t have a chance to speak to Luc about what happened until rehearsal was well underway and we were midway through Act 2. Nate and Terrance sat in the back of the auditorium, arguing over how to label the lighting board, and Olivia was onstage delivering the monologue Luc had helped her with at lunch several weeks ago.

“Did you see?” I exclaimed when we were alone on stage right, standing beside the prop table I’d painstakingly set up during Act 1.

“I did,” he said, grinning. “Flying. Now that’s a cool ability.”

I gave him a hard look. “Are you sure you didn’t do anything?”

“I swear I didn’t,” he said solemnly. “I was ready to catch you before you hit the floor, but that’s it. It was all you.”

“Flying,” I breathed, then stared at him. “Is that why you sort of laughed at me at the Headlands when you found out I was afraid of heights?”

He looked embarrassed. “I only laughed a little. You have to admit, it’s ironic.”

“But how did you know? Can a lot of the Annorasi fly?”

Luc shushed me, immediately looking around to double check that we were alone. “Yes,” he whispered in reply. I felt my face fall a little bit, and he hastily added, “but not every Annorasi can. And, given you’re only half Annorasi, I think it’s very impressive that flying is one of your abilities.”

“Addy,” Olivia’s head popped in on us from the other side of the curtain. “Do you have the vase?”

I snatched up the glass vase she wanted and ran over to hand it to her.

——
 

Later in the evening, when we were almost at the end of Act 3, Mrs. Grimsby decided to expand my role as prop master to include special effects.

Olivia’s big death scene required her character, Victoria Goodrich, to be shot by Lila Goodrich, Mrs. Goodrich’s long-lost grandchild. Lila Goodrich was being played by a sophomore named Casey Hamilton; I knew Olivia and Mrs. Grimsby had cast Casey in the role because tiny, birdlike Casey with her short, Peter–Pan style blonde hair looked the least like a murderer of anyone in the entire cast. Casey would actually “shoot” Olivia, but I would make the sound effects.

My new job required me to kneel behind the back wall of the living room set with Coach Rollins’s starter pistol and pull the trigger in synch with Casey while she pointed the flare gun at Olivia. The flare gun, which Olivia had borrowed from her dad, looked very impressive from the audience (especially now I had painted it black), but the starter pistol made a much more convincing sound.

“We’ll take it from your second-to-last line, Casey,” Mrs. Grimsby commanded from the front row.

“You think you’ve got it all figured out, don’t you Victoria?” Casey asked menacingly, pointing the flare gun at Olivia.

“Lila!” Olivia exclaimed, in Victoria Goodrich’s voice. “You mean it’s been you all along? How could you?”

With a very convincing expression of absolute terror, Olivia took two halting steps backward.

Casey let out an evil laugh that was truly astonishing, given her tiny frame and innocent, wide-eyed features. “How could I not?” she asked Olivia’s character icily. “I’m the only one who deserves to see a dime of the old bag’s fortune—and now there will be one less person in my way!”

I pointed the starter pistol into the air; when Casey pulled the trigger, I shot with her.

The resulting bang made me jump; when I came out from behind the living room wall, my ears were ringing and I couldn’t hear a thing. Terrance yelled something from the back of the theater. I had to wait for my ears to clear before I could tell what he was saying.

“We can see the light bouncing off the lenses in your glasses back here,” he informed me. “Can you take them off and try it again?”

I dutifully removed my glasses, and we took it again from the top.

Two deafening bangs later, both Terrance and Mrs. Grimsby appeared to be satisfied I could reliably shoot the gun at the same time as Casey, without reflecting any strange lights. I made a mental note to buy earplugs before opening night tomorrow.

When Act 4 finally ended, Mrs. Grimsby released the tech crew, but kept the actors around to give them notes. As Luc and I walked to his car, I caught sight of Nate, standing alone in the dark just outside the auditorium door.

“I’ll be right there,” I told Luc, who nodded in understanding and continued alone to the car.

Nate saw me coming, and for a minute I thought he was going to bolt inside. But he sat down instead. “Hi,” he said when I came within earshot.

“Hi. Do you need a ride?”

“Nope. Olivia’s taking me home—I’m just waiting until she’s done.”

“What happened to Terrance?”

Nate brightened for a second, the way he used to when he had something good and juicy to tell me. “Terrance has a date,” he said wickedly.

I raised an eyebrow. “A date! With who?”

“I can’t say.” Nate shook his head. His face suddenly lost its mischievous smile and settled back into the determined frown he’d been wearing for the past three weeks.

“I didn’t know you and Terrance were so tight,” I said, desperate to keep the conservation going. “You keeping his secrets now?”

“Maybe,” he said, still frowning. “Terrance is actually a good guy. He’s been helping me through some stuff . . .”

He trailed off. More secrets. From the boy who had once known all of mine.

He must have been thinking along the same lines, because he looked up at me with sudden eagerness. “You tell me yours, I’ll tell you mine. Secrets, that is.”

“I don’t have any secrets,” I lied.

“Bull,” he said quietly.

I bit my lip. “Is this where we are, then?” I asked miserably.

“I guess so.”

“All right then.” I turned to go. I’d never walked away from Nate before in my life, but just then I didn’t think I could bear being around him one second longer.

“Are you happy, Addy?” His voice trailed after me.

About what? I thought to myself. About how I’m in love with my fake boyfriend? About how I can’t tell my best friend about the most exciting, scary, and unbelievable things that have happened to me in my entire life? About how I’ m starting to think of that same best friend the way I think of my parents in the picture beside my bed—as a stranger?

But you can fly, a small voice in my head pointed out. You can see beautiful, wonderful things others can’t. You can be happy about that.

“I’m happy,” I said dully without turning around.

“I’ve seen you happy,” Nate argued. “This isn’t it.”

I can fly, I repeated to myself. “You don’t know everything about me.”

“I think you’re right,” Nate muttered.

I walked slowly toward the car, tears clouding my vision. Before they could fall, I sniffed and scrubbed my eyes hard with the palm of my hand. I wasn’t going to let myself cry. Not in front of Luc.

Luc will make me feel better, I thought as I opened the passenger door of his Honda.

It was, after all, part of his job.

——
 

I tried hard to convince Luc that my conversation with Nate hadn’t bothered me, but I could tell he knew something was wrong. He offered to come inside, to take me to get coffee, to take me back up to the Headlands, but I said no to everything and let myself out of the car as soon as he pulled up in front of Gran’s house.

I didn’t want fake solace, even though the distressed look on his face as I walked away from his car looked real enough.

Annorasi mind trick, I reminded myself, even though Luc had made it quite clear to me there was no such thing. I pushed the rational thoughts in my brain aside. At that moment, I wanted him, and my feelings for him, to be fake as fake could be. I could only deal with one messed up relationship at a time.

I trudged up the stairs to my room, suddenly feeling very tired, but as soon as I closed the door behind me I started to pace. I wanted to do something—anything. I was sick of just stewing around with a million thoughts inside of my head—thoughts I could share with only a few, chosen people who weren’t really the people I wanted to share them with anyway. At least, they weren’t the only ones I wanted to share them with.

As I paced in front of my desk, a bit of pink plastic caught my eye. It was the Jest Jewel’s bag, wedged between my desk and the leg of my desk chair. My hand flew to my neck; I was wearing the horseshoe necklace Nate and Olivia had bought for me—I hadn’t taken it off since the night of my birthday—but I’d forgotten there was a second gift.

I yanked the bag free and overturned it onto my bed. A wad of pink tissue paper came tumbling out, along with the leather journal.

With a sudden flash of inspiration, I picked up the journal and hunted for a pen. I tried to remember the last time I’d written in a journal—it had to have been before my birthday. How unusual for me—usually, I keep my life fairly well documented. It was beyond time to catch up.

If I couldn’t tell Nate everything I wanted to tell him to his face, at least I could write it all down. Who knows—maybe someday, when the rules changed and it wasn’t dangerous, I could give him the journal and tell him I’d been saving it all up to tell him.

I found a pen, sat down at my desk, and began to write.
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I DIDN’T WAKE UP UNTIL two o’clock the next afternoon, which would have been embarrassingly lazy if I wasn’t for the fact that I had only gone to sleep at four o’clock that morning.

Once I’d started writing, I’d found it impossible to stop; the entire story just poured out, starting with the morning of my birthday and ending with last night’s painful conversation with Nate. When I had gotten everything down on paper, and slipped the journal into my messenger bag to read through later and add any details I might have forgotten, I’d crawled into bed. And for the first time in weeks, I slept peacefully, with no dreams of the Others or Nate’s disapproving scowl. I woke up feeling peaceful.

I also woke up starving, so I padded downstairs in my sweats and an old T-shirt, without so much as trying to tame my wild hair.

This turned out to be a bit of a blunder. When I entered the kitchen, the first person I saw was Luc.

I hastily retreated behind the swinging kitchen door. The tentative hand I ran through my hair found it sticking up in several, very odd directions. My mouth tasted like sandpaper, and I was pretty sure my pillow had left a long crease line down my left cheek. Great.

I peeked back around the door, hoping he was a figment of my imagination.

Nope. There he stood next to Gran, behind the island in the center of the kitchen, feeding dough into the pasta maker. It just didn’t seem right that someone so attractive in an otherworldly sort of way should be doing common kitchen chores, like the rest of us (or, like I would have done if Gran had ever let me help her out in the kitchen—apparently Luc was the exception to every rule except curfew).

“You didn’t have to get all dressed up just for me,” he remarked. He smiled in my direction but kept his attention on the pasta maker. An invisible hand cranked the machine, spitting out long strips of spaghetti-shaped pasta. A knife dangled in midair beside the machine and cut the strips to their proper length. The noodles then floated serenely over to the counter underneath the window and arranged themselves neatly on folded paper towels.

“Good morning, Addy!” Gran greeted me from the stove. In front of her, several different pots bubbled and stirred themselves.

“Hi,” I said, trying to smooth my hair down and failing miserably. “I was . . . just going to jump in the shower.”

Twenty minutes later, I reentered the kitchen—clean, with normal hair, wearing jeans and a dark sweater.

Gran was alone, chopping basil leaves, while a second knife chopped parsley leaves by itself.

“What happened to Luc?” I asked.

“Oh, he went to go get some coffee. I don’t understand why you kids are unable to get through the day without caffeine of some kind.”

“You drink tea,” I pointed out.

“That’s tea,” she sniffed haughtily. I sighed inwardly. Everyone thinks their addiction is different.

“Anyway,” I hunted for a change in subject, “Luc doesn’t drink coffee.”

Gran didn’t look surprised. “Well, I suppose he must have gone just for you then.” She gave me a knowing look.

I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned against the nearest counter. “It’s not like that, Gran. We’re just pretending.”

“Mm-hm. If you two were that good at acting, you’d be starring in the play tonight instead of just messing about with props.”

I shook my head. “Believe me, Gran. We just don’t want people to think it’s strange that we’re together so much.”

“People?” she looked around the kitchen, as though expecting to find a crowd gathered over by the refrigerator. “What people? I don’t see anyone in this kitchen he needs to be putting on a show for. And he’s been here since seven thirty this morning.”

“Seven thirty—” I clapped a hand over my mouth. “School! I totally forgot about school!” High school seemed so trivial now, given my newfound ability to fly, but I felt bad that Luc had shown up to drive me, and I’d slept right through it.

Gran smiled indulgently. “You were out cold when I tried to wake you this morning. I thought you could use the rest. Luc agreed, but he didn’t seem to want to leave. I don’t flatter myself it’s because he had a sudden desire to learn how to make pasta.”

“What?”

“He’s worried about you, Addy,” Gran put the knife down and looked at me seriously over the cutting board. The second knife also paused in midair. “Do I need to be worried too?”

“No.”

She came around to my side of the kitchen island. “It can be lonely, hiding who you are. Especially when you have to keep people you love in the dark. Believe me, I know.”

I looked up at her and, for the first time, saw the past eleven years from her perspective; the fear she must have felt hearing her best friend and her best friend’s daughter had been murdered, the feeling of suddenly being saddled with a little girl, and having to run away and leave everyone behind—friend and foe—in order to protect her. I wondered who she had left behind for me. She must have been lonely all of these years—alone with the constant worry that we’d be found out, a worry so strong she decided to confine herself to this old, drafty house for fear she would be recognized and give us away. This woman had given up so much for me. And she wasn’t even my blood grandmother.

I reached up impulsively and hugged Gran tightly. She seemed startled at first but eventually her arms went around me, and she pulled me in close.

“Thank you,” I whispered in her ear. “For everything.”

“You are very welcome, my dear. I had a hunch you were going to turn out to be an extraordinary person. I’m glad to see I wasn’t wrong.”

I laughed and let go of her to wipe away a stray tear.

“Coffee?” came Luc’s voice from the doorway. He was holding only one cup—he had gone out only for me. A very large part of me wanted desperately to believe that Gran’s observations were true. After all, she really was never wrong.

But the smaller, more forceful, part of me stuffed the hope away. Whatever strange mix of real and pretend emotions we felt for each other, I was not going to be the one to break this comfortable pattern we’d fallen into. I wouldn’t be able to bear it if once we finally got through the pretense I found myself standing alone.

“We should probably get to the theater,” I said, smiling at him as I took the coffee.

He smiled back, and the corners of his eyes crinkled. “Sure, let’s get going.” To Gran, he said: “Thanks for letting me help out. I hope I didn’t mess things up too badly.”

As we left through the kitchen door, and as I swung my book bag over my shoulder, I distinctly heard Gran mutter: “And the Oscar goes to . . . ”

——
 

It was five minutes before curtain. The lights in the auditorium began to blink, signaling to the audience members that it was time to take their seats. Principal Chatsworth had just made the rounds backstage to wish us all luck (an odd move, I couldn’t help but think, from our usually reluctant principal). Most of the cast was absorbed in last minute makeup and costume adjustments, and Mrs. Grimsby rushed around frantically, reminding everyone to annunciate.

I had my hands full keeping Olivia calm.

“Are you sure we’ve got everything covered?” she kept asking as she walked in nervous circles around the prop table. She looked absolutely beautiful, dressed as Victoria Goodrich, in a long crimson-colored dress with white lace at the sleeves and the neckline. As she fretted, she fiddled nervously with an ivory pendant near her throat.

“Everything will be fine,” I assured her, nudging her toward a chair.

She got away from me and continued to circle. “We’ve got the lamp, the bottle of wine, and the cigarette case,” she started listing off props on her shaking fingers. “And both guns, right?”

I pointed irritably to the table. Right in front of her was the starter pistol and the black case containing her father’s flare gun. Mrs. Grimsby had made me swear to keep it in its case until the very last minute, and God help us if Chatsworth ever found out we were using an actual gun and not a toy—it was a good thing neither of them knew there were actually five live flares inside the case that Olivia had forgotten to remove when she’d borrowed (er, stolen) it from her father’s boat.

“Is your dad going to be mad I painted his gun black?” I asked her.

She shrugged. “I doubt he’ll recognize it on stage tonight. When the play’s over, I’ll sneak it back onto the boat. I don’t see why he should ever need to open the case . . . unless he gets lost at sea.” She tapped her chin thoughtfully with her forefinger, then shrugged. “But if that ever happens, he’ll probably just be happy to have a flare gun—I doubt he’ll care what color it is.”

There was a burst of static from the walkie-talkie attached to the waist of my jeans. Tonight, Nate, Terrance, Luc, Mrs. Grimsby, and I were all wearing them, and bulky headsets too.

“I’m turning the house lights off.” Nate’s voice sounded garbled in my headset. “Places for Act 1, people!”

He was at the back of theater with the lighting board. Luc and Terrance were positioned on either side of the stage, ready to raise the curtains.

I had no particular job at the moment, so I hugged Olivia and wished her luck. (I was careful, of course, not to say the word luck out loud—apparently that actually brings on bad luck in the theater. Hanging out with Olivia, you learn things.)

The play progressed smoothly through its first two acts as Olivia’s masterpiece unfolded on stage. Everyone seemed to be remembering their lines (although Mrs. Grimsby was camped out backstage with a flashlight and a script, just in case), and the audience seemed to laugh or gasp at all the right places.

During intermission, I picked up the starter pistol and took the flare gun out of its case, double-checking that the former was loaded and the latter was not. I crept onto stage behind the closed curtain and hid the flare gun behind the lamp on stage right, where Casey could easily reach it at the end of Act 3, when it was time for her to shoot Olivia. I tucked the starter pistol into the waistline of my jeans, feeling a bit like a cowboy.

I had to kneel behind the living room wall from the end of intermission all the way through Act 3, because there was no way for me to sneak back there unseen once the curtains were open. As Olivia’s death scene approached, I shifted uncomfortably on the ground and checked (for the tenth time) that the starter pistol was within easy reach of my right hand. I had taken it out of my jeans, after a moment of fear that if I left it there, I would accidentally shoot myself in the butt. I was pretty sure even blanks would sting.

The wall I hid behind was a little bit left of center stage. I was probably the only person in the theater who could see everything going on at once. As usual, I was most aware of Luc, who stood backstage left, ready to lower his half of the curtain as soon as Olivia died and Nate dimmed the lights on her dead body. Terrance was backstage right, in charge of the other half of the curtain. Mrs. Grimsby was beside him, script in hand. Olivia and Casey were on stage; I could see them through a narrow slit between the two panels of the wall. I knew Nate was in the back of the auditorium at the light controls, even though I couldn’t actually see him.

As the moment of Olivia’s big death scene approached, I carefully removed my headset and my glasses, setting them both carefully on the ground beside me. I picked up the starter pistol and peered back out at the stage, through the slit.

It was then I noticed the tall, thin man lounging against the table where I’d hidden the flare gun. It was the same figure, edged in silver, who I’d seen following me around school, until I had started to wear the glasses that filtered him out. I blinked to make sure he was really there, and a feeling of intense unease began to uncurl itself inside my middle. This close, I could see it wasn’t just some strange, Annorasi creature like Sonya. He was a man; an awkwardly tall man with long, straggly hair and a very prominent nose.

He was looking right at me.

He was also holding something behind his back. As I watched, he brought his hands in front of him; there was something long and red curled inside the fingers of his right hand.

A flare.

Very slowly, the man picked up the flare gun and, to my amazement, loaded the flare cartridge into the barrel. Then, watching me as he did so, he replaced the gun on the table, winked at me and ran off stage right.

I immediately looked over at Luc—he was already looking at me, but his eyebrows went up when he saw the look on my face. He spread his hands and mouthed “what?” He must not have seen the man. The freestanding door on stage left blocked his view of the stage.

“You think you’ve got it all figured out, don’t you, Victoria?”

My eyes snapped back to the stage as Casey snatched up the flare gun and pointed it at Olivia. The play was still going on; clearly, neither Olivia nor Casey had seen the man.

“Casey!” I whispered urgently.

She did not hear me.

“Lila!” Olivia squealed. “You mean it’s been you all along? How could you?”

Just like in rehearsal, Olivia took two steps backward, and Casey let loose that alarmingly devious laugh of hers.

I looked desperately at Luc, and pointed at Casey, mouthing the word gun.

I could tell from his face he still didn’t know exactly what I was trying to tell him, but he dropped the curtain rope and started to make his way over to me, crouching down behind scenery and using his ability to disappear in order to stay out of sight of the audience.

But then I heard Casey utter the last line of the scene (“I’m the only one who deserves to see a dime of the old bag’s money—and now there will be one less person in my way”), and I knew he was not going to make it in time. In a panic, I watched as Casey paused dramatically, looking down the barrel of the gun at Olivia. The horror on Olivia’s face couldn’t have been more real if she’d known the flare gun was actually loaded.

Casey’s fingers closed around the trigger—I had only two seconds to react.

“No!” Dropping the starter pistol, I threw aside the foam core wall and dove at Casey. I smashed into her from the left, sending her flying backward with me on top of her. The gun, still in her hand, pointed up to the ceiling as her fingers squeezed the trigger.

There was a deafening pop, and a shower of red sparks as the flare shot upward and lodged itself in the heavy curtain around the auditorium stage. The curtain burst into flames, which quickly spread down both panels of the crimson fabric until the entire stage was rimmed with fire. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the tall, shaggy man, watching us from backstage right, just behind Terrance and Mrs. Grimsby.

The man winked at me again and disappeared out of the auditorium’s side door.

Olivia, and a good portion of the audience, began to scream.

Luc pulled me off of Casey, who stared up at me with a look of total shock on her face. Olivia stood center stage, still screaming, watching as the audience stampeded for the exits.

Terrance leapt on stage, fire extinguisher in hand, but Mrs. Grimsby grabbed him by the collar of his shirt and dragged him off stage right.

“Too late!” she exclaimed. “Everyone outside—right now!”

Luc kept a very tight grip on my arm as we filed outside the auditorium’s back entrance, along with the rest of the cast and crew. Outside was pandemonium; the audience rushed out of the theater and Principal Chatsworth stood atop one of the benches outside of the administration wing, attempting to call everybody to order. Smoke poured out of the auditorium windows; in the distance, I could hear sirens heading in our direction.

Luc hauled me away and around the side of the cafeteria. It was only when we were out of sight of the others that I realized I was shaking violently.

“Are you okay?” he asked, gripping my shoulders and looking down at me. His expression was concerned, but he was also looking at me as though he thought it was just possible I’d lost my mind. “What happened?”

“The gun was loaded!” I was pretty sure I was yelling—the pop from the live flare gun had been a lot louder than the starter pistol in rehearsal, and my ears were still ringing.

“Shhh!” he glanced around to make sure there was nobody in earshot. “No kidding!” he said, keeping his voice low. “How did you know?”

“I saw a man! An Annorasi man—I think.”

Luc’s forehead wrinkled in confusion, and I realized I wasn’t making much sense.

“He was on stage! He put a flare into the gun right before Casey picked it up. I couldn’t see him until I took my glasses off. Didn’t you see him?”

“No. Have you ever seen him before?”

“A couple of times,” I told him, a bit guiltily. “Around school, before I got the glasses. You really didn’t see him?”

“I didn’t see anything on stage,” Luc admitted. “I was watching you.”

My stomach gave an excited jump at those words, but anything else he might have been planning to say was drowned out by the three enormous fire trucks that barreled into the parking lot behind us, sirens blaring and lights flashing.

Luc pulled my attention back to him. “What did the man look like?”

“He was—tall,” I stammered. “Tall and skinny, with scraggly-looking hair—”

“Damn!” Luc pounded a fist against his open, left hand.

“Do you know him?” I asked, but he was too angry to answer.

“Why didn’t you tell me you had seen him around school?” Luc demanded. His voice was suddenly accusatory and scary, just like it had been in the car on the way to the lake, when he thought I’d spilled the beans about the Annorasi world to Nate.

“I didn’t think it was important! I didn’t know he was actually a man at first—until tonight, I thought he was just a creature, like Sonya.”

Luc ran a hand through his hair. I’d never seen him look so worried. That alone started to get me worried too, and it got my mind going places I didn’t like.

Why would that man want to hurt Olivia?

“Who is he?” I asked Luc. “Is he one of the Others?”

“We’re going to have to come up with something,” Luc mumbled; I wasn’t even sure he’d heard my question. “Something to tell people.”

But before either of us could come up with a brilliant story, “people” were upon us in the form of Mrs. Grimsby, Principal Chatsworth, three firefighters, Olivia and her dad, and a hysterically sobbing Casey.

——
 

“I’m so sorry, Olivia!” Casey kept blabbering as firefighters rushed into the auditorium, dragging water hoses and axes behind them. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t know! I swear I didn’t—”

“Hold up there, young lady.” A heavily mustached fireman, who seemed to be in charge, put a hand on Casey’s shoulder and guided her gently to a bench before turning to face the adults.

Olivia left her dad’s side and came over to stand beside me. She gripped my left hand hard in hers; Luc was already crushing my right hand, and he was searching through the crowd behind me.

Looking for the man, I thought to myself. The man he seems to know.

“Let’s just start from the beginning,” Moustache Man said. “You say there was a school play going on in there?”

“Yes.” Mrs. Grimsby stepped forward. “We were using a flare gun to simulate a murder scene. Ms. Hamilton was our shooter—” she pointed to Casey—“and Ms. Barton was the victim.”

Principal Chatsworth inhaled sharply and glared at Mrs. Grimsby. “You mean you allowed them to use a real gun?” he demanded of the drama teacher.

Mrs. Grimsby, who was not one to be easily startled, even by the near death of one of her students or the fact that her theater was on fire, stood her ground. “Obviously it was not supposed to be loaded.”

“Who does the gun belong to?” Moustache Man asked.

Olivia raised her hand, and it was her father’s turn to gape.

“Olivia!”

“And were you the one who loaded it?” Moustache Man inquired.

“Obviously not,” Olivia retorted, locked in a glaring contest with her father. “I’m the one who almost got shot with it !”

Everyone turned to look at Casey.

“I didn’t know it was loaded!” she said pleadingly. “I didn’t even touch it until I picked it up from the table, like I was supposed to, right before . . .” she trailed off. Then her eyes wandered over to me and widened. “Addy tackled me right before I shot the gun! She must have known there was a flare in it!”

Everyone’s heads now swung around in my direction, and Luc’s grip on me tightened to the point where I actually wanted to gasp in pain. He was paying attention to the interrogation, but he was also scanning the crowd, looking for the man I had seen.

“What exactly was your role in this production, young lady?” Moustache Man asked me; his eyes narrowed.

“Props,” I said, clearing my suddenly dry throat. My mind was racing; I had to think of something plausible, immediately. “I put the gun on the table at intermission, but I forgot to check to see if it was loaded. When I saw Casey pick it up, I remembered I hadn’t checked. I sort of panicked, and Casey didn’t hear me when I tried to get her attention, so I ran onstage.”

“I’m glad you did.” Olivia hugged me suddenly, and I could feel Luc’s hold on my arm relax somewhat. I let out a ragged breath, frankly shocked my lie had sounded so good.

“Why did you think the gun might have had a flare in it?” Principal Chatsworth demanded suddenly. “Did you have any reason to suspect someone had fooled around with it?”

“No,” I told him. “I was just nervous—it was being pointed at one of my best friends.”

The fire chief nodded as though this all made sense to him.

But Principal Chatsworth continued to glare at me. “You expect us to believe you burst onto the stage because, for no reason at all, you had an inkling the gun might be loaded—and by some strange coincidence, your inkling ended up being correct?”

I shrugged.

Principal Chatsworth abruptly turned to Mrs. Grimsby. “You are fired, Eleanor,” he said, then swung his attention back to me, Luc, Olivia, and Casey. “And I have half a mind to expel the lot of you.”

“Now see here,” Mr. Barton stepped forward. “My daughter was almost the victim here. I will not have you blaming her for something that was very clearly not her fault—her, or her friends.”

“Are you saying Olivia had your permission to borrow your flare gun?” the principal asked him skeptically. He looked like he was trying to figure out some way he could either fire or expel Mr. Barton along with the rest of us.

“I certainly did not give her permission to use it,” Mr. Barton thundered, giving Olivia a look that made her hand start to quiver in mine. “And believe me, she’s going to be punished within an inch of her life for it. But that is a private matter, and I won’t have you blemishing her official record because some punk thought it would be funny to play a little joke backstage.”

Moustache Man excused himself briefly to confer with one of the firefighters who had emerged from the blackened auditorium which, I realized with a shock, was almost entirely caved in and virtually unrecognizable. I had a moment of panic when I realized I had not seen Nate since the fire started, but I caught a glimpse of him a moment later, giving his statement to a police officer. He gave me a small wave; I waved back.

Principal Chatsworth and Olivia’s dad continued to glare at each other, Casey continued to cry, and Luc and Olivia kept their slightly loosened grips on either side of me until Moustache Man returned—with both good and bad news.

“Looks like the building is going to be a total loss,” he said. “But at least we’ve got it under control now and we’ve prevented the flames from spreading. The rest of the school should be fine. And there are no reports of anyone not making it out, so it looks like we’re in the clear as far as casualties.”

“Casualties?” Principal Chatsworth repeated, clearly aghast such a word was even being used. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and used it to blot his shiny bald head.

“And unless anybody tells me different,” Moustache Man continued, shooting me, Olivia, Luc, and Casey each a stern look, “I’m going to tentatively list this as an accident. Special effects gone wrong. The police chief will do his own investigation, of course, but he’ll most likely agree with my assessment.” He raised an eyebrow, not taking his eyes off of me. “Does anyone have anything else they want to tell me?”

I shook my head; Olivia, Luc, and Casey shook theirs as well.

“Okay then. Stick around, all of you. I’m sure the police will have a few questions for you.”

——
 

Unfortunately, the Novato Police Department turned out to be a bit savvier than the Moustache Man. A uniformed officer took my statement at the scene, and from the look on his face (illuminated by the still-smoldering ruins of the auditorium), I could tell he didn’t buy a word of my “I-just-had-a-weird-feeling” story.

In short order, the police carted me, Luc, Olivia, Casey, Nate, Terrance, Mrs. Grimsby, and Principal Chatsworth back to the station for questioning. Luc was finally forced to let go of my hand when we were ushered into separate interrogation rooms.

My room contained only two chairs and a metal table. Being in there by myself, waiting for what I could only assume was going to be a spotlight and a good cop/bad cop routine, made me feel so much like a real criminal I had to stop and remind myself I hadn’t actually done anything wrong.

Well, okay, maybe I wasn’t totally innocent. I was probably at least partially responsible for the fire—it had been my running tackle of Casey that had, after all, caused her to fire the flare gun into the curtain. But if I hadn’t jumped on her, she would have fired straight at Olivia. Surely that earned me some sort of reprieve—something in keeping with the lesser-of-two-evils theory?

There was nothing for it but to repeat my story to the extremely young-looking police officer who eventually showed up to talk to me. He had a wispy, blonde goatee, which kept twitching in irritation—clearly, like the officer who had interviewed me at the scene, he did not believe a word I was saying. And I didn’t have much better luck convincing the older, salt and pepper–haired officer who eventually took Officer Goatee’s place.

The “mysterious bad feeling” story started to sound monstrously lame to me too—but I was committed now, and I couldn’t see any option other than sticking to it. It’s not like I could hand the police another suspect—the tall, shaggy-haired man had been the real culprit here, but obviously I wasn’t about to bring him up.

A third police officer came in on the heels of Officer Salt and Pepper–Hair. As I started in on yet another rendition of my story, and my third cup of police-station coffee, I suddenly got very nervous.

They couldn’t actually charge me with some sort of crime, could they? In order to prove I’d started the fire on purpose—or, even more troubling, to prove I’d tried to kill Olivia—they’d have to show I loaded the flare into the gun, wouldn’t they? And even though my fingerprints would almost certainly be all over the gun (as would Olivia’s and Casey’s), I’d never touched any of the flare cartridges. As far as I knew, the strange-looking Annorasi man was the only one who had. I wondered if he was even capable of leaving fingerprints behind—although, if he was, they certainly weren’t going to be any that Novato’s finest had on file.

All of the coffee made me jittery, as well as a little curious as to where the bathroom was and whether I would be allowed to use it.

The bathroom issue had just started to take precedence over everything else when I heard a familiar voice outside of the door. I bit back a smile and a sigh of relief as the voice proceeded to flatten the police officer in the hallway.

“I understand you perfectly. You have not arrested her. You are merely questioning her. Am I correct?”

“Yes, but—”

“And she’s told you what happened? She’s answered all of your questions?”

“Yes, but—”

“And that means she’s now free to go whenever she wishes, does it not?”

“Well—”

“Well, nothing, young man. You will release my granddaughter this instant. And for heaven’s sake, stop fidgeting.”

Gran’s face appeared in the door’s small window, and she gestured for me to come out into the hall. I got up from my chair and poked my head out of the door, unsure whether this was allowed. The only policeman in sight was young Officer Goatee, and he made no move to keep me inside the room. In fact, he appeared rather absorbed in remembering not to fidget.

As I closed the door of the room behind me, Gran’s head snapped up. She peered suspiciously at the door next to mine.

“What’s that?” she demanded.

“What?” Officer Goatee threw me a nervous glance, clearly trying to determine whether he could count on my help against the formidable old woman who stood beside me. I shrugged and spread my hands, trying not to smile as he began to fidget again.

“That noise,” Gran narrowed her eyes at him. “It sounds like crying.”

“Oh, it’s another one of the young ladies from the high school.”

Gran waved him off. “I’ll take her too,” she said, pointing in the direction of the room in much the same way she might have selected a ripe melon from a farmer’s market. The room could only be housing a still-blithering Casey.

Moments later, Gran and I strolled out of the front doors of the Novato Police Department. Casey stumbled out behind us with her parents—she’d actually managed to stop crying during the brief walk from the interrogation room to the lobby but began sobbing anew when she saw her parents waiting for her. The three of them shuffled off toward a waiting Volvo, and Casey’s dad gave Gran an appreciative wave as they drove off.

Of everyone from the school who had been brought in for questioning, Casey and I had been held the longest; according to Officer Goatee, everyone else had been released hours ago.

Luc waited for us in the parking lot. He looked troubled and wary, just as he had since the fire started.

Gran gave him the same narrow-eyed stare she’d used on Officer Goatee. “Young man, I’d say you have some explaining to do.”

“Yes,” Luc agreed briskly. “We must talk, but first we have to get somewhere safe. We can take my car—”

Gran stopped him by holding up her hand. “First, I need to check on my boys.” She hurried over to the Oldsmobile. The pointy-eared silhouette of a cat’s head appeared in the driver’s side window, and I could see several other small shapes moving around inside. Apparently, Gran had brought backup to the police station.

I turned to Luc. “Why aren’t we safe here?”

He didn’t answer; instead, he took my arm and led me toward his black Honda, parked right next to the Oldsmobile.

His silence alarmed me, and I looked nervously over my shoulder. It had to have been some ungodly hour of early Saturday morning, but it was still almost pitch-black outside. The parking lot was well lit, but the blackness beyond the lights seemed filled with all sorts of hidden dangers. Like the Others.

“Why would that man want to kill Olivia?” I pressed him.

Still rushing me toward his car, Luc answered crisply; “I don’t think that’s what he was trying to do.”

“You didn’t see him. Luc, why didn’t you see him?”

Luc hesitated, and his smooth stride skipped a beat, as though he had missed a step. Luc never missed a step. “I told you, I was looking at you.”

“Yes, but why were you looking at me?”

We had reached his car; he led me over to the passenger side.

“I’m your Guardian—it’s my job to make sure you are always safe.” He opened the door and nudged me toward it.

I resisted, bracing myself against the doorframe and turning to face him. “Exactly. Your job is to watch the things around me—not to watch me. Why were you watching me tonight, Luc?”

Luc drew in a deep breath, but before he could open his mouth to reply, a giant black Range Rover pulled up out of nowhere and came to a squealing halt, just inches from Luc’s open car door.

The passenger-side window rolled down, and a man with eyes a shade of green startlingly close to Luc’s leaned over from the driver’s seat. “They know. Get in.”
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WITHOUT A WORD, Luc closed his car door and opened the door of the Range Rover, ushering me into the backseat. I scooted over automatically to make room for him, and the driver stepped down hard on the accelerator almost before Luc managed to shut the door behind him.

“Gran—” I started, twisting to get a look out of the rear window. Turning was awkward; as the car accelerated forward, I had to grip the door handle with all of my strength just to keep from flying into the front seat.

“Edith is following us,” the man in the front seat assured me. He was right; the Oldsmobile was right on our tail, practically touching the back bumper of the Range Rover.

I faced forward again and blinked at the back of the driver’s head. Had he just said Edith? I’d never heard anyone call Gran by her first name before.

“Addy,” Luc said, through slightly gritted teeth. “Meet my father, Renard Stratton.”

Mr. Stratton—even back then and even in my own head I didn’t feel comfortable calling him “Renard”—looked at me in the rearview mirror. “It’s a pleasure, young lady,” he said formally. His voice was deep and authoritative, as though he was used to saying important things and having people listen to him very carefully. “I’m sorry it’s not under better circumstances. Lucas—”

“I know, Dad. I figured it out.”

“Not all of it you haven’t.” Mr. Stratton tossed a thick, folded-up piece of paper into the backseat. Luc caught and unfolded it, then closed his eyes briefly after he had scanned the contents.

“Damn,” he said, for the second time that night.

“What?” I asked.

Silently, he handed me the paper.
 

Summons

 

—

 

The Esteemed High Council, having become aware of the existence of one Addison Rose Prescott, alias Addy Russell, formally summons Ms. Prescott to present herself before us on the third Tuesday of this November at 9:30 a.m., so her identity and parentage may be confirmed and the proper steps taken under Law Thirty-Seven, and/or any other laws that may be found applicable.


The full measure of the Council’s authority will be brought to bear against any person or persons who acts to prevent Ms. Prescott from coming into our presence on the abovementioned date.


I read through the words twice before I turned confused eyes on Luc.

“The third Tuesday . . . that’s only four days from now! Wait no, it’s Saturday morning—three days! But I don’t understand. I thought you worked for the Council. That’s what you told me.”

Mr. Stratton’s eyes flashed in the rearview mirror again, but this time they were looking at Luc.

He sighed. “That isn’t entirely true, Addy.”

“What?” I exclaimed. “You told me—”

“I told you I worked for the good guys. You assumed I meant the Council, and I didn’t correct you.”

“Then . . . ” I trailed off, not quite sure what to think. My heart started to race. “Who do you work for? The Others? Are you with the Others, Luc?”

“No!” he put a hand on my arm, but I wrenched it away. He grimaced.

Mr. Stratton shook his head in the rearview mirror. “After all the noise you made about how she ‘deserves to know,’” he mused, and Luc frowned.

“She does deserve to know. I was just giving her time, Dad. She’d never even heard of the Annorasi until a few weeks ago, or the Council.”

“Well, now that they’ve heard of her, I’d say it’s time you got her up to speed,” Mr. Stratton said severely.

“What don’t I know?” I demanded of the two of them. “What is Law Thirty-Seven?”

Luc took a deep breath. “Addy, everything I’ve told you about the Annorasi world has been true. I just left one thing out: the Others may not be the only ones who want to kill you.”

“You mean the Council wants to kill me? Why?”

Luc sighed. “We don’t know for sure they want to, but they might. It’s because of Law Thirty-Seven. It sets the penalty for any human who discovers the existence of the Annorasi world.”

“Penalty? What penalty? Death?”

I couldn’t believe it when Luc nodded.

“In order for the Council to uphold their own laws, they may have to execute you.”

——
 

Mr. Stratton brought the Range Rover smoothly onto 101 and wove through the few cars on the road at this hour. He drove faster than anyone I’d ever seen, including Olivia at her most reckless.

“The Council didn’t send me to you,” Luc explained. “But the Others didn’t send me either. There is a small group within the Annorasi, made up of my father, myself, and a few others, who decided to find you before anyone else could. The plan was to do what we could to keep you hidden—from everyone; the Council, the Others, everyone.”

“But the Council found me anyway,” I pointed out. “How?”

Luc and his father looked at each other in the rearview mirror.

“We don’t know,” Luc said finally. He raised his hands when I threw him a disbelieving look. “We really don’t. I’m not keeping anything from you here. The Council sits in London—they have no reason to suspect you’d be here in California. Until tonight at the theater, I thought everything was fine. Until you saw Oran Tighe on stage—”

“Oran!” Mr. Stratton barked from the front seat. “Oran was there?”

“—that’s when I knew the Others had found you,” Luc continued, ignoring his father. “And I also knew it was just a matter of time before the Council got wind of it.”

“Who is Oran Tighe?” I asked.

“He’s one of the Others,” Luc answered. “And he won’t be the only one coming around, now that the secret is out.”

“Gran!” I said suddenly, twisting around again and breathing a sigh of relief when I saw that the Oldsmobile was still right behind us. “If they found me, that means they found Gran too.”

“I’ve already spoken to Edith this evening,” Mr. Stratton informed me as he sped across the Golden Gate Bridge. “I told her about the summons. That’s why she went to the police department to pick you up. You’ll be able to talk to her as soon as we get there.”

“Get where?” I asked testily. I was starting to feel (and resent) how little control I had over the situation at hand.

“To my house in the city,” Mr. Stratton answered. “You’ll be safe there for the time being. And so will Edith. We’ll have a bit of time to figure out what we’re going to do.”

I stared down at the paper in my hand; it was hard to believe that a world I hadn’t even known about a month ago had reached its hand out and served me with a death warrant. It didn’t seem real and yet, at the same time, there was nothing fake about the worried knot in my stomach.

Luc took the paper away, put it out of sight, and squeezed my hand in his. “It’s going to be okay,” he assured me.

I wasn’t sure I believed him. In fact, I was pretty certain I didn’t.

The car was silent as we drove toward the Marina.

——
 

Mr. Stratton drove into a neighborhood across the street from the water, the kind with enormous houses tourists like to drive by and gawk at. The driveway he pulled into belonged to a house made of towering brick, unusual for the area.

As soon as the garage door opened and swallowed up the Range Rover, Mr. Stratton was out of the car and heading inside the house. Under the garage lights, I could see his hair was darker than Luc’s. He cut quite an impressive figure in his expensive black suit; there was something almost frightening about the determined way he walked.

I jumped out of the car quickly as well. The Oldsmobile squealed up behind us, and Gran marched into the garage. Ten small figures exited the car after her. By the time they entered the garage, they’d turned into ten hulking men.

Mr. Stratton was waiting for us in a sunken living room.

Gran moved to the center of the room, folded her arms over her chest, and gave him a glare the likes of which I’d never before seen cross her face. “Renard!” she squawked, “I demand an explanation for this!”

“For what?” Mr. Stratton asked testily, crossing the living room and turning his back to Gran. He stepped up to what looked like a bar, poured himself a glass of something dark and amber colored, and turned back to face the room.

Gran stayed in the center of the room, her boys fanned out around her. She uncrossed her arms; she was so angry her fists shook.

“You know very well ‘for what.’ Eleven years, Renard. Eleven years! Then you come along, and now we have the Others and the Council breathing down our necks! I want an explanation.”

Mr. Stratton sighed and sipped his drink, leaning against the bar with a casualness I could not possibly have faked, had I been the one staring down a livid Gran and her ten glaring warriors.

“They were always going to find her, Edith,” he said calmly. “It was just a question of when. You were lucky to have eluded them for so long.”

“Luck had nothing to do with it!” Gran snapped.

“You can’t honestly think I had anything to do with them finding out. You’ve spent the last eleven years hiding. I’ve spent them searching. Do you seriously think, after all of this time, I’d simply hand her over to them?”

“Just tell me that’s not what you plan to do now.”

Mr. Stratton finished his drink and set the empty glass back on the counter. “Not necessarily.”

Luc, who up until now had been a pace behind me, silently watching their exchange, took an angry step forward. “You can’t possibly be considering bringing her before the Council!” He sounded aghast, and he stared at his father in total disbelief.

“Of course I’m considering it,” Mr. Stratton informed him levelly. “It may well turn out to be the most sensible course of action, as long as we take certain precautions—”

“No,” Luc said simply.

Mr. Stratton raised an eyebrow at his son. “Now listen, Lucas, the only thing worse than letting her face the Council might be not letting her face them. Do you really want to be the one to prove that the Council doesn’t actually have the power to summon her in the first place?”

“It’s better than putting her life in their hands,” Luc argued.

“Not in the long run. Not for her, not for any of us. You’re not thinking clearly.”

I stamped my foot; it was a childish thing to do, but I was so frustrated I didn’t care. “I am right here! Stop talking about me like I’m not!”

“Addy, I’m sorry,” Luc said immediately. “There’s just a lot you don’t know.”

“Only because you decided not to tell me!” I glared at him before turning to point accusingly at Gran. “And you too! I’m sick of being the only one in the room who doesn’t know what’s going on!”

No one seemed very inclined to respond to me just then, so I turned angrily and flung myself at the nearest door—which, it turned out, led to a balcony. I jerked aside the heavy curtain and yanked the door open, striding outside into the chilly air blowing straight off the bay.

——
 

I leaned against the balcony’s metal railing, shivering in the wind for a good five minutes before Luc came after me. Wordlessly, he slipped his coat over my shoulders and stepped up next to me, following my line of sight across the street to the ocean.

I wanted very much to take the coat off and fling it in his face, but I was freezing, and I was fairly certain chattering teeth would make me look more pathetic than righteously angry.

We stood there silently for a long moment before Luc finally spoke. “You know, you haven’t been entirely honest with me either,” he pointed out.

I glared over at him; he glared right back.

“You didn’t tell me about Oran Tighe,” he said.

“I told you I saw him on stage.”

“But not that you’d been seeing him around school.”

“I didn’t know he was a man until tonight.”

“I told you the Others were on the hunt for you,” Luc said testily. “Even if you didn’t know what was following you, it didn’t occur to you to let me know about it?” He stared at the balcony floor at his feet, but I could still see his eyes; they were angry, angrier than I’d ever seen them.

“You were the one who gave me those glasses!” I countered sharply. “I didn’t see him anymore after I started wearing them, so I forgot about him! And anyway, I never saw him close enough to get a creepy feeling from him—it wasn’t anything like the things I saw in the rally fire.”

“The what?” Luc’s head snapped up.

“The bodies in the fire,” I explained impatiently. “You saw them.”

“No I did not,” Luc said darkly. “I saw flames. Yellow-green flames. Then I saw you, and I could tell from the look on your face that you were seeing them too.”

“At first it was just the flames,” I told him. “Then there were people inside of them. People being burned. You didn’t see them?”

He shook his head. “If I’d known about this earlier—” he broke off, grasping the railing in front of him and staring off into the dark. For a moment, a very brief moment, my guardian angel appeared at a loss.

“I think Oran Tighe has been testing you,” he said finally. “Well, not you, specifically, but the people who go to our school. Trying to get to you. Oran Tighe must have tracked you to Marin County High School, just like I did. And also like I did, he must have discovered he couldn’t sense you the way he could sense a full-blood Annorasi. So he’s been making things from the Annorasi world appear and watching closely to see who reacts to them.” He shook his head. “I should’ve realized it sooner. I considered doing something similar when I was trying to decide between you and Emily.”

“What did you consider doing?” I asked, a little bit lost.

To my surprise, he grinned a little bit. “Actually, I thought about trotting Sonya out in front of both of you to see if one of you noticed her. But I decided against it—I wasn’t sure you’d be able to see the Annorasi world yet. And if you could see it, I was afraid to tip off anyone else who might have been watching.”

“Did Oran Tighe send her into our class that day?” I asked, horrified. I was beginning to like Sonya.

“No,” Luc said. “I think it was just a fluke. Sonya does things like that sometimes. But the bonfire and what happened in the theater tonight . . . I think those were deliberate. Think about it—they were both very public displays, in places where large numbers of students would be gathered. They were both designed to make the person who could see them react in some way. They were designed to draw you out, Addy.”

“If they were designed to draw out an Annorasi, then why couldn’t you see them?”

“I could have seen them,” Luc answered, “if I hadn’t been . . . distracted. At the rally, I was trying to get you out of there before you made a scene, in case someone was watching. And tonight, like I said, I was watching you, not the stage.”

“But can’t you sense other Annorasi?” I pressed him. “Didn’t you know another Annorasi was there? Couldn’t you sense Oran Tighe tonight?”

He shook his head. “Tonight I did sense another Annorasi in the auditorium, but I assumed it was Chatsworth.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Do you think he could have—”

“No,” Luc answered quickly. “Alfred Chatsworth has been a loyal agent of my father’s for years. He had nothing to do with this.”

I frowned. Something about Luc’s explanation still wasn’t completely adding up. “If Oran Tighe was at the rally,” I began, “why didn’t he realize I was the person the Others have been looking for?”

Luc considered this for a moment. “I think I got you out of there before you called too much attention to yourself,” he said finally.

“But I screamed. A couple of times.”

“It was a rally,” Luc pointed out. “Everybody was screaming. Besides, the Others would want to be absolutely positive they’d found you before they went to the Council. Tonight’s stunt at the theater was their way of making sure.”

I shook my head. “They knew before tonight,” I told him, utterly positive this was the case. “Oran Tighe looked right at me when he loaded the flare gun. He winked at me.”

“You’ve probably been a prime suspect for some time,” Luc informed me. “Especially after I started spending so much time with you. They know me, and they know who my father is.”

“Then why bother with all the tests if they knew you were protecting me?”

“They know I’m a Guardian. And yes, I’ve been spending a lot of time with you so that is definitely a big clue you’re the one they’ve been looking for, but it’s hardly conclusive proof. Guardians are assigned to humans for any number of reasons, Addy. And, remember, they couldn’t sense the Annorasi side of you. They had no way of knowing for sure you were anything other than an ordinary human. Until tonight . . .” He trailed off, and I cringed.

“Until tonight, when I made it so painfully obvious,” I finished for him.

“You did what you had to do,” he told me seriously. “If you hadn’t stopped the play, Olivia could have been very badly hurt, maybe even killed. And poor Casey would be in a world of trouble. You did the right thing.”

We were both silent for a moment.

“You know,” I said finally. “I didn’t tell you about seeing Oran Tighe following me because I didn’t know he was important. But you’ve been holding out on me on purpose. You still haven’t explained everything to me. Why?”

“I haven’t left out as much as you think,” he said defensively, not looking at me. “I told you the Others were searching for you—that they would stop at nothing until they found you. I just never told you why.”

“You said they wanted to kill me.”

“Yes, but it’s more than that. They don’t just want to kill you—they want to use you first.”

“Use me?”

“Yes. You know how I said the Others want to find you because you’re the evidence that our longest standing rule—the one against human and Annorasi relationships—has been broken? Well, that’s true. But that’s not the only reason they want you. I have no doubt there are certain Others who personally hate you, who’d love to kill you just because of who you are, of what you represent—the union of one of the Annorasi and a human. That is something so repugnant to the Others, I’m not even sure I can describe how much they must hate you.”

He gave me a sideways glance, likely to see how I was taking such news. I continued to stare straight ahead, determined not to have any kind of reaction that would make him decide not to tell me all of it.

When he was apparently convinced I was not about to fall apart at the seams, he continued. “The Others think the Annorasi who don’t think like them, the Annorasi who control the Council right now, are useless idealists—frauds who could never live up to the principles they expound. The Others want to bring you before the Council and demand they destroy you—if they can do that, they will put the Council in an unwinnable situation.”

“How so?” I had no idea where Luc was going with this.

“If you go before them, the Council will have two options. The first is to decide to let you live, to declare Law Thirty-Seven archaic and barbaric and no longer applicable. Which is true, actually—no one has been executed under that law in centuries.”

“So why can’t they just do that?”

“If the Council can declare this law to be null and void, what’s to stop them from dismissing other laws? The Council exists because of these laws—their power comes from them. If they can simply choose when to apply them and when not to, the Others will be able to denounce them as hypocrites.”

“So what’s the second option? To execute me? Just to prove they follow their own laws?” I couldn’t believe the word execute had just come out of my mouth.

“Yes, but the Council will lose there too. The major difference between us and the Others is how we believe humans should be treated. If the Others can force the Council to execute a human—well, a half human in your case—who’s totally innocent, except that you happened to run afoul of our laws through no fault of your own, then how can the Council then turn around and denounce the Others for not treating humans as equals? And then there’s the small detail that you’re Rosabel Stirling’s granddaughter. How powerful will the Council look if they’re forced to execute a relative of one of their greatest heroes?”

“I thought the Council already was this all-powerful body.” I said. “Why are they so concerned with power and how they look? You said they controlled all of the Annorasi, including the Others.”

“That’s true,” Luc leaned against the railing, “but lately the Others have started to gain ground. They’ve been able to sway a lot of the Annorasi over to their way of thinking. Using you to discredit the Council, to force them to make a choice between something illegal and something unconscionable, is the perfect way for the Others to draw followers to their side. Maybe even enough followers to swing the balance in their favor and allow the Others to take over the Council entirely. It nearly happened before. It could happen again.”

“Before?”

“When the Council was unable to prevent your parents from getting married or to track them down after they did, they took a lot of heat,” Luc explained, still looking at me only out of the corner of his eye. “The Others accused the Council of being lax, of playing favorites because it was your grandmother’s family. A lot of the Annorasi lost faith in the Council. They only barely survived the scandal, and they were much stronger back then. The Others are becoming very powerful—a scandal like the one all those years ago would almost certainly allow them to take control of the Council.”

“Why didn’t you tell me any of this before?” I asked him finally.

He hesitated. “It’s complicated.”

“You didn’t think I would understand?” I felt my now-familiar anger rise up again.

“No,” Luc gripped the balcony with white-knuckled fists. “I mean yes, sort of. I did worry about overwhelming you with too much information, Addy, but it’s not that I didn’t think you could handle it. I didn’t want you to have to handle it. It’s stupid, I know, but I wanted you to like our world. I didn’t want you to lose the look you had on your face when you lifted the veil for the first time—if you knew so many people behind it wanted you dead for one reason or another, how could you possibly continue to love it the way you did? I couldn’t bear to make you face that reality. I’m sorry. It was bad enough having to make you look at the island in the lake—I hated doing that to you.”

I didn’t say anything; I just stared out into the dark, trying to digest everything.

“Look,” he said, after a moment. “I’ve let my personal feelings get in the way here. I know you don’t feel for me what I feel for you. I get it. I’m only asking you to understand why I’ve made certain decisions—”

“What?” I interrupted, certain I couldn’t possibly have heard him correctly.

Luc sighed. “It’s okay, Addy. I saw your face after I told you I broke up with Emily because I had feelings for you. My timing was terrible, I know.”

“What?” I said again, staring at him incredulously. “You told me our dating was all pretense. That was the word you used!”

“Only after I saw that look on your face.” His eyes widened a bit. “You looked . . . horrified.”

“I wasn’t horrified! I was shocked. And you didn’t say you had feelings for me—you only said you’d told Emily that you did. I thought it was just part of the pretense!”

“It wasn’t,” he said simply, quietly. “I thought you knew.”

“Of course I didn’t know!” I was yelling at him now, but I didn’t care who heard.

“Oh, really?” He wasn’t yelling, but his voice had a very sharp edge to it. “Well, you made it pretty clear to me what you thought about us ‘dating.’ Every time I called you my girlfriend, or put my arm around you at school or anything like that, you’d get all tense and scowly! You were pretty blatant about it. I couldn’t believe you had it in you to be so hurtful!”

“What!” I turned to face him, furious. He thought I was being hurtful? “Well, did you ever think for a minute the reason I don’t like being your fake girlfriend is because it’s the exact opposite of what I really want to be? I’m not a faker, Luc, especially about things that actually mean something to me. I don’t like lying to Nate and Olivia about us—that’s hard—but the part I really, really don’t like is acting like you and I are together, while at the same time having to remind myself it isn’t real and that I can’t enjoy it too much because it doesn’t mean anything to you!”

We were facing one another now, angrily staring each other down (well, he was staring me down; I was staring up at him at an angle that made my neck ache). We stood frozen for quite some time while I caught my breath after my rant.

Then, Luc’s face broke into a smile. “We’ve been concentrating so hard on fooling everybody else,” he said, still smiling. “But really we were just fooling each other.” He took a step toward me, and my hands started shaking.

“We didn’t fool Gran,” I stammered. Now that he was so close, I had to look almost straight up to see his face, and doing that made me feel strangely dizzy. “She told me yesterday she didn’t think our acting was any good at all.”

A sudden gust of wind blew my hair in front of my face, and suddenly I could hardly see him through the reddish blonde strands. Luc reached down and brushed my hair back, holding it with one hand so it couldn’t blow back across my eyes.

“Is that why she said ‘and the Oscar goes to’? I didn’t get it.”

“I think so,” I said, completely forgetting what it was we were talking about. Could we possibly be discussing what I thought we were discussing? My head felt funny; I’d thought that Luc’s pull on me from a distance was strong—now that we were standing practically on top of one another, I was totally incapable of rational thought. I was also pretty sure if I moved a single muscle, my legs would collapse, and I’d keel over. Wisely, I decided to keep still. At least I wasn’t sweating.

Keeping one hand in my hair, Luc circled his free arm around my waist and pulled me up against him so I was on my tiptoes. His jacket slipped off of my shoulders, but I didn’t feel cold. As I looked up at him, my heart most definitely skipped a beat before it dropped down and began turning somersaults in my stomach.

“You are infuriating, Addison Prescott. Addy Russell. Whatever your name is.”

“And you. . .” I began without knowing how exactly I intended to finish the sentence.

But it didn’t matter, because that was the moment when Luc bent to kiss me. Tightening his arms around me, he lifted me up again, completely off of my feet this time. He leaned back against the balcony wall, taking me with him. I hooked my hands around his shoulders, unwilling to let our lips part.

When we finally came up for air, he pulled me even closer, his lips lingering on my cheek. “That is what I should have done that day by the lake,” he said, moving his lips down to just below my ear. His voice had a softness to it now I’d never heard before—a warm, tender lilt that sent tingly shivers all the way down to my toes. “I wanted to. You have no idea.”

“I think I have some idea,” I corrected him, smiling as his breath tickled the hairs on the back of my neck.

He pulled away slightly to look at me. He cupped my face in both hands, still keeping the wind from blowing my hair. “Do you have any idea what your face looks like the first few seconds after you lift the veil? When you’re looking at my world? Our world, now.”

“No.”

He smiled. “It’s part wonder—total awe and amazement. And part skeptical—like you think it’s trying to put one over on you, and you’re trying so hard to figure it out. It’s you, Addy, it’s absolutely you. Everything in the world that you are, in just one look. I was pretty sure I was in love with you the first time I saw that face, the night we looked down at the city together. That’s why, the next day at the lake, I wanted you to look just at the shoreline first. I wanted to see the look again before I showed you the island. When I saw it again, I was certain. I just didn’t know how to tell you.”

“I wouldn’t have believed you,” I told him honestly. “I’ve had such a crush on you from the first day of school.” I should’ve been embarrassed to tell him that, but I wasn’t. Not once a look of genuine delight came over his face.

“You did?” he smiled, and I grinned back at the crinkles in the corners of his eyes. “I didn’t know.”

“You should have,” I smacked him playfully in the arm. “How can you not notice a girl who spends all of her time staring at you?”

“I was spending a fair amount of time trying to stare at you without you noticing. We must have just missed each other.”

I leaned in and rested my head against his shoulder, twining my arms behind his back and putting all of my weight on him. His arms wrapped around me again, and for a long time we just stayed like that; it felt good to be close to him, knowing I didn’t have to lie anymore or keep my feelings carefully walled up.

Later, I would work myself into a respectable frenzy, rehashing every second of the last few minutes in my head, incredulous at the notion that the beautiful, unobtainable Lucas Stratton could feel for me what I felt for him. But not right then—at that moment, there was no room for anything but utter contentment.

When I finally rocked back onto my own two feet, Luc smiled down at me, but his eyes had grown serious again. I knew what he was thinking.

“So,” I ventured, “I guess all of this will be for nothing if I end up getting executed, huh?” I’d meant it to be funny, but it didn’t come out right.

Luc frowned. “That won’t happen. I won’t let it.”

“It seemed a real possibility just a few minutes ago,” I pointed out.

“It still is a possibility, technically speaking, but I don’t think it’s very likely. You see, one of the reasons the Others are so obsessed with getting you before the Council is when the Council is faced with the question of whether to execute you or not, they won’t be able to do it. And the Others know it. The Council won’t be able to condemn an innocent girl, especially the granddaughter of Rosabel Stirling, to death. They’ll be torn between their principles and their compassion, but in the end they’ll let you live. In doing so, they’ll break their own rules, and then the Others can denounce them.”

“I guess that’s good news for me, bad news for everybody else,” I summed up.

“Don’t get me wrong,” Luc said hesitantly. “It’s hard to predict what the Council will do. That’s why I don’t want to risk bringing you before them.”

I nodded my head toward the living room. Heavy curtains obscured our view inside, but I could imagine Gran and Mr. Stratton still yelling at one another.

“What do you think they’ve decided? They didn’t seem too interested in getting my opinion.”

Luc pulled me into him and kissed the top of my head. “Nothing is going to be decided without you,” he said. “Ultimately, it’s all about what you choose, Addy.”

He seemed fairly confident as he opened the balcony door and ushered me back inside. But I wasn’t entirely sure Mr. Stratton would see things the same way.
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Decisions and Revelations
 

LUC AND I WALKED BACK into the living room hand in hand. Gran was seated on the sofa now, with her boys standing at attention behind her. Mr. Stratton paced in front of the fireplace.

Gran hid a smile at the sight of us; Luc’s father stared at our intertwined hands for a long moment before raising his eyes to Luc and giving a barely perceptible shake of his head.

Luc’s hold on my hand tightened, and I felt a sudden wave of loathing for Mr. Stratton.

Gran cleared her throat. “Now that we’re all on the same page, I think it’s time to decide what we’re going to do.”

“Yes.” Mr. Stratton stopped pacing and leaned against one side of the marble fireplace. “Addy, since Lucas has already made it perfectly clear what he thinks, I’d like to know your thoughts.”

The fact that he was actually asking my opinion—when I had been so sure just a moment ago that he’d do no such thing—gave me the courage to bring up the thought that had been nagging at me ever since I’d read the summons.

“What about the fact that I’m only half human? Doesn’t that change things at all?”

Mr. Stratton refolded his arms in front of him. “That’s the argument, of course. The law says any human who discovers the existence of the Annorasi world must die—if we decide you should appear before the Council, we will, of course, point out that you’re only half human. It’s a strong argument, but I don’t know if it’s enough to guarantee the outcome we want.”

“We don’t know how it would go,” Gran pointed out. “There has never been a half human, half Annorasi before.”

“Correct,” Mr. Stratton said. “There’s no precedent for a situation like Addy’s, which is what makes this whole thing so risky.”

“Which is why we are absolutely not bringing her before the Council,” Luc interjected, with conversation-ending authority.

Mr. Stratton left his place by the mantle and began to pace again. “Hear me out, Lucas. You will agree, I assume, that choosing to defy the summons comes with its own set of drawbacks. The Council will be humiliated, its authority questioned. Addy would become a fugitive, and so would you if you chose to remain with her. The two of you would be hunted as you’ve never been hunted before.”

Luc pulled me in closer to him, making it perfectly clear what he would do in such a situation. I felt a shiver of happiness at the thought he wouldn’t leave me, but also a sudden stab of guilt. If the Council thought I was a human for the purposes of Law Thirty-Seven, what about the rule against human/Annorasi relationships? Was Luc already in trouble?

“Consider for a minute what would happen if Addy brought herself before the Council,” Mr. Stratton continued. “There is at least a chance they would agree that since she’s only half human, she is not subject to Law Thirty-Seven. She would be safe. And as for what the Others would make of such a decision, whether they could use it to their political advantage, who’s to say we haven’t already reached a point where the Council must find a way to assert their authority over the Others? We don’t know for sure that ruling in Addy’s favor would make things any worse for the Council than they already are.”

“And if they rule against her?” Luc asked, his face expressionless.

Mr. Stratton regarded his son thoughtfully, then shifted his gaze to Gran. “There may still be a way to prevent her execution.”

Gran sat forward on the couch and looked directly at me, no one else. “If the Council decides against you, Addy, they’ll most likely give you to the Others to carry out your sentence. It won’t happen immediately—the Others will have to take you somewhere outside of the Council chamber first. We should have enough time to get you back.”

“How?” I asked her.

Gran gestured to the ten men standing behind her. “The Council doesn’t know about them. Neither do the Others. If the Others take you outside of the Council chamber, my boys will be ready. They’re more than a match for anything the Others have.”

Luc shook his head. “It’s too risky.”

The largest of the ten men, the nearly bald man with the small tuft of blonde hair on top of his head, stepped forward and crossed a pair of muscular arms, which were about as thick around as the widest part of my legs, over his barrel chest. “We won’t lose you, Addy,” he said. “We’ll follow you, no matter where the Others take you, and we’ll get you back. That’s a promise.”

The other nine warriors, all in similar stances to their leader, nodded in unison.

“It’s your decision, Addy,” Mr. Stratton said, from over by the fireplace.

I swallowed, and looked around the room at Luc, Gran, her boys, and Mr. Stratton in turn. “If I don’t go before the Council, or if the Council rules against me,” I said slowly, “it won’t be just me who gets in trouble, will it? It will be all of you too.”

“No,” Luc said quickly.

I gave him a hard look, and he sighed.

“Okay, maybe,” he amended. “But we can handle it. You’re the primary concern here.”

And it won’t just be the people in this room, I thought to myself. Look at what almost happened to Olivia tonight. The Others know me now—they know where I live and who my friends are. Going into hiding with Luc and becoming a fugitive won’t make them any safer—it might even put them in more danger than they’re already in.

The only chance for me, for all of us, was to take the gamble that the Council would rule in my favor.

“I’m going to go before the Council,” I announced.

Luc cringed. “Why don’t you take a few minutes to think this over.”

“No,” I said firmly, trying to copy his authoritative tone of a few moments ago but succeeding only in making my voice squeak. “I’ve thought it over and that’s my decision. I won’t listen to anybody who tries to talk me out of it.”

Mr. Stratton nodded in a satisfied sort of way. “Very well then. In three days, we’ll bring Addy before the Council. I offer you my services, young lady. If you agree, I’ll act as your legal representative.” He walked over to me and extended his hand; I took it before Luc could stop me.

“Thank you,” I said. “I accept.”

——
 

Even though it felt like the end of a very long night, it was actually the beginning of a brand new day. The sun came up not long after we left Mr. Stratton’s house, and my eyelids were heavy.

I fell asleep with my head on Luc’s shoulder as Gran drove us back to Novato in the Oldsmobile. Her boys had stayed behind, saying they’d find their own way home.

I woke up just as we pulled into the parking lot of the Novato Police Department, where Luc’s car was. My phone, jammed into my back pocket, had started beeping. I had a text message from Nate: Have your stuff from school. @ Sully’s all day.

Apparently my school bag had not been burned to a crisp along with the auditorium. I hadn’t been too worried about it; I was pretty sure only my precalc book and notebook had been inside, and I wouldn’t have mourned their loss too terribly much. I wondered if Nate’d found my glasses too—I assumed they’d been too close to the fire to survive.

Gran dropped us beside Luc’s car. We both climbed inside.

“Are you tired? Should I take you home?” Luc asked.

“I don’t know—what happens for the next few days?”

“I was thinking of handcuffing you to my wrist,” Luc said, totally straight-faced. “Then you can’t run away from me, and if anyone comes to get you, they’d have to take me too.”

I punched him lightly in the arm. “As if I’d run from you.”

“You’d better not.”

He leaned over the center console and kissed me, holding both my hands in his and pulling me closer. I was shocked at the ease of the whole thing—how many hours had I spent imagining myself kissing him? And now, here we were. My daydreams, by the way, hadn’t come anywhere near the real thing; kissing Luc was an experience the likes of which I never, in a million years, could have imagined.

We had to stop though; we were, after all, in the parking lot of the police department.

“Seriously,” I said, untangling myself from him and sitting back a little bit in my seat. “What’s going to happen?”

“Things will be the same as always,” Luc assured me, somehow managing to start the car and pull out of the parking lot while still keeping a hold of my left hand. “We’ll have to be on the lookout for the Others, of course, but I shouldn’t think they would do anything to prevent you from going before the Council.”

“What about last night?” I asked him. “Is Oran Tighe still going to be hanging around?”

“I doubt we’ll have to worry about him,” Luc said dryly. “He’s already done his job, after all.”

“Yeah.” I pictured the ruined school auditorium in my head. When I looked back over at Luc, his face had a very dark expression on it. I drew in a breath. “Are you angry that I decided to go before the Council?”

“No,” he said quickly, frowning over the steering wheel and stopping just a little bit too abruptly at a red light. “I respect your decision, Addy. I’m just frustrated by the entire situation—it shouldn’t be happening to you. You shouldn’t have to decide these kinds of things at all. If I could do it all for you, if I could bring the wrath of the Others down on me instead, if I could go before the Council in your place, I would. I’d welcome the chance, actually. Having to sit and watch while you do it is . . . intolerable.”

I traced a finger along the back of his hand. I was moved by his words and, what’s more, I knew I’d feel the exact same way if our situations were reversed. I’d want to put myself between him and harm too, and yet here I was, forcing him to walk me straight into it.

The light above us turned green, and Luc accelerated smoothly through the intersection.

“It’s very bad timing,” he remarked, catching my eye and giving me a very soft smile. “The beginning of a romance is supposed to be about roses and walking on air. It shouldn’t be weighed down by serious, depressing things.”

“I don’t feel depressed,” I told him. I didn’t. Now that my decision was made, I felt more resigned than anything else, like I could put the whole thing up on a shelf somewhere and not worry about it until I had to.

I searched around in my head for a lighter topic, but all I could think of was a question left over from the night before. “How come I was the only one who could see Oran Tighe last night?”

“I told you,” Luc began. “I was distracted—”

“I’m not talking about you, actually,” I interrupted. “I meant the audience—the auditorium full of humans. Not to mention Olivia and Casey—they were right there next to him.”

“Oh that,” Luc waved his hand dismissively. “Oran Tighe can make himself invisible to humans.”

“Just humans?” I asked.

“Yes. For some reason, his ability does not work with other Annorasi. And apparently it doesn’t work with half Annorasi either, since you were able to see him quite clearly.”

“Strange,” I said. “Can you sense him the same way you can sense the other Annorasi?”

I held my breath as Luc frowned; I’d wandered into a sore subject.

“Up until last night,” Luc answered reluctantly, “I would’ve said yes. I’ve had run-ins with Oran Tighe in the past, and I’ve never had a problem sensing him. But something’s different now, and it’s been bothering me since you told me you saw him around school. I never sensed him there. Not once. And I’ve been paying very close attention.”

“What about last night, in the auditorium?” I asked.

Luc gritted his teeth in frustration. “I did sense an Annorasi in the auditorium—but just one. And I assumed it was Principal Chatsworth. I’ve always assumed the one Annorasi I sensed around the school was Chatsworth.”

“You can’t tell the difference between the Annorasi you sense?”

Luc shook his head. “I can only tell if there is an Annorasi in the immediate area—I have no way of knowing which particular one it is unless I actually see them. But I definitely would have been able to tell if there were more than one. And I’ve never sensed more than one other Annorasi at the school. Not once. And neither has Chatsworth—I spoke to him last night after we were both released from the police station.”

“Did Chatsworth see Oran Tighe last night?”

“Yes. That’s how I confirmed who it was you actually saw. And that’s why Chatsworth gave you such a hard time in front of the fire chief. He panicked. He knew you weren’t the one who put the flare into the gun, but he thought he needed to give the authorities a suspect in order to prevent them from thinking something strange was going on. Don’t worry—I think he did a pretty good job of clearing your name at the station. Once they do an investigation and find no evidence, the police will definitely let you off the hook.”

I bit my lip. I didn’t say anything, but privately I couldn’t bring myself to forgive Chatsworth so easily. Not when I was pretty sure my hours of sitting nervously at the police station could have been avoided if he’d come to my defense from the start, instead of pointing the finger at me in front of the fire chief.

I looked up from my own thoughts and saw Luc still frowning; he was clearly bothered by Oran Tighe’s newfound ability to elude him. I wanted very much to get rid of that frown, so I blurted out the first thing that popped into my head. “I think your invisibility gift is much cooler than Oran’s.”

Luc smiled at my lame attempt to change the subject, but gamefully decided to play along. “I think it’s cool too,” he agreed. “But it’s not something I get to do very often. There’s never been much of a call to make myself invisible.”

“I’m surprised you don’t ever use it to sneak up on people,” I said, realizing the implications of that statement even as it was coming out of my mouth. I gave him a severe look. “You’ve never snuck up on me before, have you?”

“No . . .” The corners of his mouth twitched.

“Luc!”

“I’m kidding!” he kissed my hand, laughing into my knuckles. “I would never do that. Trust me, I’m very well behaved when it comes to that sort of thing. You wouldn’t believe the lectures I got as a kid about using my ability in a responsible manner.”

“Uh-huh.” I tried to infuse a note of disbelief in my voice, but it was difficult; I believed him. Luc was nothing if not a gentleman.

“I did sneak back into the police department after they released me to see how things were going with you,” he admitted. “But you seemed to be doing just fine.”

“I didn’t know you were there.” I probably would’ve been a lot less nervous had I known my guardian angel had been over my shoulder the whole time.

“And,” he continued, giving me a sly smile that made my insides turn over in a very pleasant way, “it did occur to me, the other morning when I was in the kitchen with Gran and you went to take a shower, that it wouldn’t hurt to take a quick peek—”

He raised his left arm to defend himself as I snatched my hand away from him and started beating him on the shoulder.

“I didn’t,” he assured me, catching my hand again and trapping it beneath his on the center console. “Truly, I didn’t.”

“I believe you,” I told him. As much as I wanted to glare at him, I could only grin. “I’m not sure you deserve the benefit of my doubt, but you have it anyway.”

He raised my hand to his lips and kissed it again. “I will never spy on you,” he promised, his eyes suddenly serious. “You have my word.”

We were driving down Grant; he signaled to turn left on Seventh, but I stopped him.

“Can we stop by Sully’s? Nate has my stuff—he texted me a few minutes ago.”

“Of course.” He went straight instead. “Are you going to tell him about us?”

“He already thinks we’re dating, remember?”

“Oh, yeah. This is going to get confusing.”

“Nope,” I said, as he parked right in front of Sully’s. “That’s the best part—it’s not confusing anymore. Now we don’t have to pretend.”

He squeezed my hand. “I’ll wait here. I can see inside pretty well.”

I kissed him before I left the car, thinking it was going to be a long, long time before I got over how fun it was that I got to do that now whenever I wanted.

It was seven o’clock and Sully’s was unusually empty for that time of day. In fact, Sully himself was nowhere to be seen, and Nate was not in his usual place behind the espresso machine; instead, he was sitting at one of the small café tables with my book bag in front of him, reading something.

I smiled as I approached him, but my grin faded when I saw what he was reading; it was my brown leather journal, the one I’d gotten for my birthday.

The one I’d filled up with the whole story of the Annorasi. I totally forgot I put it into my book bag after I finished writing in it last night.

“What are you doing?” I demanded, diving for the book.

He moved it easily out of my reach. “Just going back over the highlights. It kept me up all night; quite a page turner, if you ask me.”

My mind raced as I glared down at him. Law Thirty-Seven, and its penalty, swam in front of my eyes. He couldn’t know. If anyone ever discovered that he did . . .

Nate looked at me with a cruel smile I’d never seen before; like he knew he’d done something hurtful and was happy about it. It was very unlike him.

He waved the book in front of me, but I didn’t try reaching for it again. The damage had already been done.

“Do you want to explain this?” he asked.

I shrugged, trying to force myself to appear nonchalant. I had to act like it was no big deal. “What? I thought I’d try a little bit of creative writing.”

“It read like a journal to me.”

“Good. That’s what I was going for.”

“Come off it, Addy.”

Furious, I reached over and snatched the book away from him. “You come off it. I didn’t give you permission to read this! You invaded my privacy! How can you be mad at me right now?”

He jumped to his feet. “I only did it because I was worried about you! The police gave me your bag last night after they’d gone through it. I went through it too, just to see if there was anything you’d need before morning. I found the book, and I know how you are about your journals—you write everything down—so I read it. I just wanted to know what has been going on with you. I’m not sorry I did it!”

“Well, you should be. And I told you, it’s not a journal. It’s a writing project.”

“It’s worrying, is what it is. Addy, some of the stuff in there is just plain crazy.”

“Creative,” I corrected him.

“No, nuts. I’m worried about you.”

“Well, don’t be,” I grabbed my book bag off of the table and shoved the journal inside—I couldn’t stand the sight of it anymore. “Anyway, you’re one to talk. You’ve been keeping stuff from me too, you know.”

“If you knew me the least little bit, I think you would’ve figured out my thing already.”

I opened my mouth to tell him he was the crazy one when it hit me like I’d just run headfirst into a brick wall. All this time, Luc had had feelings for me and I’d been clueless about it. Clearly I was not very good at reading guys. Was it possible I’d made the same mistake with Nate?

“Is it . . .” I set the book bag down and faced him; we were so close in height I was able to look right into his eyes. “Nate do you—do you have feelings for me?”

He guffawed, and I felt like I’d just been hit in the stomach. I felt my cheeks turn a deep shade of red as he collapsed in his chair, laughing as though I had just said the funniest thing he’d ever heard.

“Oh, Addy,” he managed to gasp out before surrendering to howling laughter once again.

I crossed my arms fiercely over my chest. “Well then what is it? That wasn’t a stupid guess—you’ve been acting weird ever since Luc and I got together. You act like you hate him. Like you’re jealous of him or something!”

He stopped laughing and turned to me, suddenly serious. “Addy, has it ever occurred to you Luc may be more my type than you are?”

I gaped at him as my thoughts raced. Nate. Nate, who’d never had a crush on a girl; he’d never told me about one anyway, and I always thought it was because he was too shy to talk about it, even with me. But maybe I was wrong.

“You’re—you’re gay?”

He nodded.

“But—” I stalled for time, trying to get my thoughts in order. Before I could think of the perfect thing to say at that moment, an imperfect thing slipped out. “But you hate Jest Jewels!”

Nate looked at me quizzically, a hint of amusement playing over his furrowed brow. “Addy, I’m gay. I’m not a girl.”

“Oh, right.” Stupid. I felt like kicking myself. “How long have you known?” There, that was a much more appropriate question.

“I’ve always sort of suspected, but recently . . . I don’t know. Now I just kind of know I am. I can’t explain it.”

“And Luc . . . ?”

“Oh, I was kidding about him. He’s not my type. I was just using him for dramatic effect. Plus, I’m pretty sure he’s straight.”

“Yeah,” I said, not realizing until too late he had been trying to make a joke. “So that’s what has been bothering you lately?”

“It hasn’t been bothering me, not exactly. I’ve just been trying to figure out how to tell people—my parents, mostly. And you. Terrance has been a big help. He went through this last year.”

“Terrance is gay?” Had I known that?

“Only his parents know,” Nate said quickly. “He decided not to tell anyone at school, except me. We started talking one day when he gave me a ride home from school. He’s a good guy.”

“So, are you and Terrance . . .” I let the question hang.

“No. He’s not my type either. He’s just a friend. I needed somebody to talk to, especially after you . . .” he trailed off.

“Oh, Nate!” I threw my arms around him and, after only a second’s hesitation, he hugged me back. “I’m so sorry. I should have been there for you. I will be from now on.”

“It’s not your fault,” he admitted, folding me into another hug before letting me go. “I mean, yeah, you sort of ditched me for Luc, but then again I wasn’t very supportive of you guys. I think I was sort of pushing you away on purpose—I needed space to think.”

“So you’re okay with Luc and me now?”

He looked away, and started fiddling uncomfortably with the sleeve of his shirt. “Not totally, Addy. I still think there’s something weird going on—something you’re not telling me. Now that I’ve told you my secret, it’s your turn.”

He looked over at me, and his expectant expression made me want to cry. Here he was spilling his guts to me, and I couldn’t tell him he already knew my secret. We were talking—really talking—for the first time in weeks, and now I was going to have to lie to him all over again and ruin it.

“I can’t tell you,” I told him miserably. “Can’t you just respect that? Maybe I need space—just like you did.”

He didn’t look happy about it, but he nodded anyway. “You’ll tell me eventually?”

“Yes,” I lied.

“Okay.” He still sounded uncertain, but then a smile came over his face; it was the most Nate-like expression I had seen in weeks. “Can your gay best friend buy you some coffee?”

I let out the breath I’d been holding. Things were okay again—not perfect, not while there were things I couldn’t tell him, but good enough for now.

“Sure,” I said, hugging him again.

He hugged me back, then pushed me toward his empty chair and jumped behind the espresso machine. “Tell Luc to get in here. I’ll make him every kind of coffee on the menu until we find one he likes.”

——
 

Luc and I spent the morning at Sully’s. Even when it got busy and Nate would sometimes disappear behind a cloud of steamed milk for half an hour at a time, I couldn’t keep the grin off of my face. Here I was, holding hands with Luc (for real!) and chatting with my best friend, exactly the way we used to. Luc even drank most of the caramel macchiato (extra foam with two generous pumps of caramel) Nate pushed on him, and I’m pretty sure only I could tell he didn’t actually like it.

If I hadn’t had the possibility of a rapidly approaching death sentence hanging over my head, it would have been the perfect morning.

Around noon, Luc and I finally left. All the coffee in the world was not going to keep me from falling asleep soon; I’d hardly slept since yesterday afternoon, and the time since then hadn’t exactly been uneventful.

I didn’t tell Luc about Nate reading my journal. I was pretty sure I’d managed to convince Nate it was all fiction, and I just didn’t see any point in worrying Luc and spoiling such a great morning.

Luc dropped me off at Gran’s so I could take a quick nap, and came back around dinnertime to share in the pasta feast Gran had made the day before. Her ten boys joined us, and between all thirteen of us, we managed to eat pretty much everything in the kitchen that wasn’t nailed down.

Afterward, Luc and I drove up to the Headlands, just the two of us. The bunker we sat on a few weeks previously—our bunker, I’d started calling it, at least in my head—was unoccupied. This time, instead of sitting awkwardly next to him, I climbed into his lap and we kissed for a good, uninterrupted hour until he finally pulled away.

“So,” he said teasingly, twisting the chain of my horseshoe necklace around two of his fingers. “Are you still afraid of heights?”

Still holding on to him, I leaned boldly over the front of the bunker and looked down at the bay. It was there in all of its Annorasi glory—my glasses weren’t in the bag Nate had rescued from the fire, so I couldn’t have filtered out the gorgeous scene beneath me even if I wanted to, and why would I? The golden bridge sparkled by the light of the full moon, and its serpent guards twisted around the two pillars, dutifully watching the boats passing underneath. I couldn’t imagine a more beautiful sight, unless of course I was looking at Luc.

“I think I’m actually starting to like heights,” I told him, which wasn’t entirely true. My irrational fear of falling to my death was still there, yet it was being overshadowed by the excitement of being so near him. “As long as you’re here, I’ll be fine.”

“I will always be here,” he promised.

“Yeah,” I said, with a huge fake sigh. “Until you get bored of me. You have such a boring job, Luc. Don’t you ever wish something exciting would happen?”

“They definitely don’t pay me enough to keep up with you,” he agreed, going along with my joke.

I raised an eyebrow. “Do they pay you? And who is ‘they’?”

He laughed. “There’s no money in the Annorasi world. Not the way you think of it, anyway. And I already told you who ‘they’ is—my father and a couple of other people who knew your parents well enough to want to protect their only daughter.”

“I forgot your dad knew my parents,” I said. “They were friends?”

“My father was your father’s Guardian,” Luc said bluntly.

I blinked. “That actually explains a lot. Last night—I don’t know, it didn’t seem as though he liked me very much. I couldn’t figure out why he would want to help me, why he would be willing to go to so much trouble for someone he didn’t like.”

“My dad was in fine form last night. He’s not always so . . . confrontational. But if you think he’s something, just wait until you meet the General.”

I raised an eyebrow. “The who?”

Luc smiled. “My mom. General Tamsyn Stratton.”

“You call your mom ‘the General’?”

“She is a General. And yes, that’s what I call her,” Luc replied with a totally straight face. “About my dad, though—he may have his faults, but he’s the right guy to have on your side right now. He’s a well-respected Annorasi, but he’s also lived in the human world for years. He’s an excellent lawyer—in both worlds. And it’s not that he doesn’t like you, Addy. You bring up some painful memories for him, I think. Failing to protect your father is the biggest regret of his life. He’s told me that many times.”

“How did he end up as my father’s Guardian?”

“I don’t know for sure,” Luc thought for a second. “I think your mother asked him to do it, but I’m not positive.”

“Why does he live in the human world? Is he someone else’s Guardian now?”

Luc shifted uncomfortably beneath me.

“He’s nobody’s Guardian now. He’s, well, he’s not exactly welcome in the Annorasi world anymore.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“He is what’s known as an Outcast, an Annorasi who has been banished from the Annorasi world and forced to live in the human one. It happened just after the war. The Council had to do something to show they were back in control. Your parents and your grandmother were gone; my dad was the only one left to punish.”

“How terrible,” I said, suddenly unable to look Luc in the eye. Luc’s dad may have been the only one the Council could punish, but I was only the surviving member of my family, and that meant I was the only one left to feel guilty about it.

Luc lifted my chin and forced me to look at him.

“I didn’t tell you that to make you feel bad,” he told me. “I want to be honest. About everything. The truth is, my dad loves the human world. The General is still free to go between the worlds, so he sees her all the time. That’s all he cares about.”

“What about you? Did you grow up with your dad or your mom?”

“I went back and forth a lot.”

We were silent together for a moment. Then I turned around in his lap until I was facing him again.

“I have another question,” I said warily.

“Uh-oh,” he teased.

“Two questions, actually,” I went on. “First—why is it that some Annorasi hate humans so much and some, like you, seem to think humans are all right?”

His arms tightened around me. “Some of them are more than all right.” He kissed me lightly, but when I pulled back and he saw I was waiting for an answer, he shrugged. “It’s just an opinion, I suppose. How do most opinions form? It’s a combination of what your parents teach you and what you learn on your own, I guess.”

“And your parents taught you to respect humans?”

“Yes. Was that your second question?”

“No,” I hesitated. “My second question—I sort of asked you this before, but you didn’t answer it then.”

“I’ll answer it now, if you tell me what it is.”

“Promise?”

“I promise,” he said after a moment, already looking like he was sure he’d regret saying that.

“When you first got to our school, and you had to pick between the two of us, why did you think Emily was the person you were looking for, not me?”

Small lines appeared in his forehead as he thought this over. With both arms draped around my waist, he looked out at the shiny city I had my back to. He stayed still and silent for so long, I eventually figured he needed some help.

“When I asked before, you said there were a number of things that made you choose her, but none of them mattered now,” I reminded him.

“That’s right. None of those reasons matter now.”

“I’d like to know what they were anyway,” I said, even though I was beginning to think I really didn’t. I don’t know why I’d even asked him the question in the first place. Did I want him to tell me how attracted he had been to Emily from the very start? The thought made a black hole open up inside of my middle.

“Well,” he said finally. “I had sort of assumed I’d be able to sense something Annorasi-like about one of you, but I couldn’t. Not a thing. So I tried to match you both to the image of the girl I was looking for—the image inside my head.”

“You had an image of me?” I asked, and he smiled.

“It was definitely, definitely not you,” he corrected me. “It’s who I thought you would be. Somebody lost. Somebody searching. Somebody waiting for someone like me to come along and explain to them what she’d been missing all of these years, to assure her she hadn’t felt whole for a reason.”

“And that led you to Emily?” I asked, incredulous. I very much doubted she’d ever had a “lost” moment, at least not in the past couple of years. She was the very definition of “together.” From her perfect hair, to her meticulous wardrobe, to the ease with which she sashayed her way through life. She never seemed to doubt the world would simply lay itself down at her feet whenever she asked it to—and why wouldn’t it, for someone so beautiful?

“I think you’re confusing ‘lost’ with ‘perfect,’” I informed Luc. “Emily is the very last person I would ever assume had something missing in her life.”

“Really? I thought the exact opposite. I still do. How can someone who lives her entire life trying to guess what others want of her, then uses all of her energy going to great lengths to deliver it, be anything other than lost?”

I went to say something further, then paused. I’d never thought of Emily that way.

“And then there was you,” Luc continued. “Watching you, even from a distance, I never got the feeling your life was anything other than whole. Sure, I knew you lived with your grandmother and your parents had died when you were young, but you seemed to have everything all worked out. You had Nate, you had Olivia, and you seemed far too . . . content. Yes that’s the word. You looked too content to be the person I was looking for.”

I nodded, fascinated at this sudden insight into how his mind worked. Although, a large part of me still suspected he was making all of this up, to cover up that he’d simply chosen the hot girl.

To my surprise, he went on. “Plus, you never spoke to me.”

“What?” I asked skeptically.

“You didn’t!” he said, like I was arguing the point with him. “Never, not once. Not all those times before precalculus, or in any other class we had together. You never acted like you had any clue I existed at all.”

“So?”

“So, that also indicated to me you were not the one I was looking for. Oh, I knew you wouldn’t know what an Annorasi was, and you probably wouldn’t even be able to sense one, not right away, but I was pretty sure the girl I was looking for would be attracted to me in some way.”

I gave him a look, and he laughed.

“I don’t mean ‘attracted’ in the romantic sense,” he explained quickly. “I thought you’d be able to pick up a feeling of . . . of something, when you were around me. Something a bit familiar, maybe. Something that would inspire you to seek me out, to talk to me.”

I shook my head. “You don’t know much about girls, do you?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means,” I explained patiently, “when a girl totally and completely ignores a guy, it’s a huge tip-off she’s attracted to him.”

“What?” he asked doubtfully.

“It’s true! When we ignore you, you start to wonder why we’re doing that, and it makes us seem like a challenge. It makes us interesting. Complicated. Alluring.”

He frowned. “I’m fairly certain that’s not how every human girl goes about it—thankfully, for the rest of the male population of the world. Emily, for example, quite plainly did not take that route.”

“Emily is a different type of girl.” I sniffed.

“So, is that why you came to precalc early every morning? Because you were trying to be interesting? Complicated? Alluring?”

“Something like that, yeah,” I mumbled, my face burning hot.

Laughing, he pulled me into him and kissed me thoroughly. He was still smiling when he sat back. “Then I suppose I should compliment you on a job well done. Your plan of totally ignoring me appears to have worked.”

“See?” I tapped him playfully on the nose. “Don’t underestimate girl-wisdom. It works every time—in this world and the Annorasi one.”

“Whatever you say.”

——
 

Before I knew it, it was nearly nine thirty, and Luc had to break multiple traffic laws in order to get me back to Novato and home by curfew. We screeched up to the front of Gran’s house at exactly one minute to ten; I gave Luc a quick kiss and then ran inside, crossing the threshold just as the old clock in the living room began its ten quiet chimes.

I leaned against the door and listened as Luc’s car drove away. Suddenly, I regretted saying goodbye to him so quickly. My first, real goodnight kiss from Luc, and I rushed it. Damn. I would have to speak to Gran about my curfew again—maybe I could work out a five-minute grace period for emergency situations like this.

I fell asleep that night with a tremendous smile on my face. I didn’t think about the summons or my upcoming confrontation with the Council for even one second. I briefly thought about Nate and his newly discovered sexuality. But then I turned my thoughts to Luc, and that’s where they stayed, long after I fell asleep.
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Walking on Air
 

I WOKE UP THE NEXT MORNING in a blind panic, the pleasant thoughts of the night before completely forgotten.

It was Sunday. Only two full days until my meeting with the Council. Somehow, that seemed like infinitely less time than the three days I had woken up with yesterday. How did I let an entire day slip by? Shouldn’t I be outside right this very minute, savoring my freedom and kissing Luc as much as possible just in case things went terribly wrong? Or maybe I should be doing something crazy—like those people who take up skydiving or decide to travel the world after they find out they have a limited amount of time left to live. Shouldn’t I be spending what were at least potentially the last two days of my life doing something like that?

But I couldn’t think of anything extraordinary to do right then. So I settled for getting up, feeding Rialto, and then pouring myself a bowl of cereal in the kitchen.

I called Olivia, who had recovered enough from her near-death experience to be angry about the run of her play being abruptly cut short. She also told me her dad had spoken to the police, and they found nothing in the rubble of the auditorium that even remotely suggested foul play, so the “incident” was now officially an accident, and we were all off the hook. Except for Mrs. Grimsby, who Principal Chatsworth refused to reconsider firing.

I felt bad for our grumpy old drama teacher until Olivia told me she’d spoken to her, and apparently Grimsby was only a year or two away from retirement anyway and hadn’t been terribly upset about her dismissal.

After I hung up with Olivia, I went back to the kitchen to help Gran with her second cooking project of the weekend: calzones. As I rolled out a stubborn bit of dough and glared at the free-floating rolling pin just beside me that effortlessly flattened out its share of dough without sweating a drop, I wondered what Luc was up to.

No sooner had the thought entered my head than the doorbell rang.

I dusted the flour off of my hands and opened the front door to find a slightly twitchy delivery guy whose hat said Novato Florals. He nervously eyed the front of the house as though there was a chance it might decide to swallow him whole at any second.

I recognized the look and felt a flicker of respect for the guy; most delivery people never even got past the front gate of Gran’s house.

He was holding a single red rose, which he practically threw at me before hightailing it back to his car.

There was a note wrapped around the stem.


About time we had our first date, don’t you think?


I’ll pick you up at 5:30 sharp.


Fancy dress required.


 

Luc



 

I grinned down at the note and practically skipped back into the kitchen.

——
 

Later, as I got ready, I tried hard not to think about how, in addition to being my first official date ever, tonight might also turn out to be my last. Somehow, the entire day had slipped by unbelievably quickly, and I was almost to the point where I could count the hours before my meeting with the Council.

But I tried to put that thought, and all similar ones, firmly out of my head; after all, if tonight really was going to be my one and only date, I wasn’t about to ruin it with thoughts of my (potentially) imminent execution.

I puzzled over what Luc had meant by “fancy dress.” I didn’t own anything that qualified as an actual fancy dress, but I wasn’t sure he meant I literally had to wear a dress—fancy or otherwise. I tore through my closet twice before I pulled out my favorite beaded black skirt and a black top I’d once borrowed from Olivia and forgotten to return. The shades of black matched so completely that, once I had them both on, it almost looked like I was wearing a black dress—I figured that would cover all of my bases.

The only real pair of heels I owned were, fortunately, also black. After examining my reflection in the mirror on the back of my door, I rummaged through the back of my closet until I found my red Jest Jewels purse from two birthdays ago, just so Luc wouldn’t think my idea of “fancy dress” was closer to “funeral.”

I was just saying goodnight to Gran when Luc rang the doorbell. The clock in the living room said five thirty on the button.

After I opened the door, I swayed a bit and had to grab the doorframe to keep from losing my balance in my pointy, totally-unsuited-for-dizziness heels.

Luc wore a black suit that reminded me a little bit of the one his father had been wearing the night before, only the rich material that made his father look mean and intimidating made Luc look . . . well, even more gorgeous than usual. His green eyes glimmered in contrast to the somber color of the jacket and pants, and his tie was the exact color silver I saw so often in the Annorasi world.

When I recovered my balance enough to take one step out of the door and kiss him, I closed my eyes and thought to myself it would be all right with me if we spent the entire date right here on the doorstep.

But Luc apparently had other plans. He ended our kiss (much too quickly, in my opinion), called a hello to Gran, then took my hand and led me down the walk to his waiting car. “You look beautiful,” he said, opening the passenger door for me.

“You too. Are we going somewhere fancy?”

Luc pondered my question as he got behind the wheel. As he turned the key and took the car out of park, I watched his hands. There were small pieces of metal holding his shirt cuffs together. Cuff links. For the first time in a long while, I thought about how Luc was only pretending to be high school age; he was actually nineteen. The cuff links were a dead giveaway—no real high school boy wore cuff links.

“I think it’s appropriate to dress up for where we’re going,” he said. “But not everyone feels they have to.”

“Are we going to be overdressed?” I asked.

“Think of it this way—we’ll probably be the best-dressed people there.”

He certainly would be—but then again, Luc would probably still have won best-dressed if he had shown up in a dirty T-shirt.

“You’re not going to tell me where we’re going?” I asked. I’d been pondering the question all day but ended up frustrated by the lack of clues in his note.

“Nope,” he said, smiling. “It’s a surprise. But feel free to guess.”

“Sully’s?” I ventured, not really seriously, as we were already on the freeway heading toward San Francisco.

“Not quite. Although there will be food involved—at least, at our first stop.”

“There’s going to be more than one stop?”

“I’m planning on three, actually. Don’t worry—I’ll have you home by ten. With time to spare, hopefully. I don’t feel like we had a proper goodbye last night.”

I smiled over at him. “I was thinking the same thing.”

The clock on the dash said 5:35 p.m. There were exactly four hours and twenty-five minutes of our date left, and I intended to make every moment count.

——
 

Our first stop turned out to be an Italian restaurant on Union Street. We both ordered pasta and talked for so long over dessert we had to flag down our waiter, beg for a quick check, and run to the car so we wouldn’t be late for the still-mysterious second stop of the evening.

Luc drove straight up Van Ness and turned right after we passed city hall. He circled behind symphony hall and pulled into an underground parking lot. “Have you ever been to the symphony?” he asked, pulling into an empty parking spot.

“Once,” I said evasively, trying to hide a slight feeling of disappointment. I had been to the symphony only once before, when Nate’s grandma took us to an afternoon performance and I discovered, twenty minutes into it, that I had absolutely no ear for music. I had spent the next hour and forty minutes fidgeting in the dark, wishing there were actors or a set on stage—or at least something to look at.

But Luc seemed excited, so I tried to smile enthusiastically as I exited the car.

He wasn’t fooled. He took my hand and bent to kiss me on the back of my neck. “Just trust me,” he said into my ear.

When we entered symphony hall, I could tell right away what Luc had meant about us being “best dressed.” There were a few other people wearing suits and dresses, but the majority of our fellow symphony-goers were in jeans or khakis; I even saw at least one girl wearing flip-flops. But it was impossible to feel overdressed in our opulent surroundings. The brass fixtures and the plush, red velvet material on the curtains and on our seats made it seem like it was the casual dressers, and not us, who were doing it wrong.

Our seats were in the second balcony, right in front of the railing, and we just barely sat down before the lights began to dim.

Luc leaned over to me. “You didn’t bring your glasses, did you?” he asked.

“No,” I answered. “I lost them in the fire.”

“Good. I want you to see this with your real eyes.”

I squinted over at him; in the dark theater, I could just barely see his eyes. “You do understand the whole concept of a symphony?” I teased him. “There’s nothing to see.”

Even in the dark, I could tell he was grinning. “Watch.”

There was a ripple of applause as the conductor stepped out onto the stage, bowed once to the audience, then turned to face the orchestra. As he raised his hands, the musicians all slightly raised their instruments, and the music began. Probably because I was missing the part of my brain that was supposed to understand music, I never grasped how one person could direct dozens of musicians all at once. I was so focused on the conductor’s smooth, yet precise arm movements that I hardly noticed the colors at first.

Then I saw there was an unmistakable, multicolored haze forming over the heads of the musicians. It grew brighter over the sections the conductor pointed to at any given time, and as the song wore on, swirling bits of the mist rose up high into the air, dipping and turning in time to the music. It was like watching a ballet made up of hundreds of the most flawless, gravity-defying dancers imaginable. It was unspeakably beautiful, and I felt tears forming in the corner of my eyes. This was definitely what had been missing from my first symphony experience.

When the first movement ended and the colors faded, I finally dragged my eyes from the stage and looked over at Luc.

He was watching me instead of the show.

“That’s the look,” he said, whispering so the people seated near us couldn’t hear. “I thought I might see it tonight if I brought you here.”

“But I didn’t lift the veil,” I protested, then paused. “At least, I didn’t mean to.”

“You didn’t,” he assured me. “You’re looking at the human world; you’re just seeing it as only an Annorasi can.”

“I don’t understand. The musicians—the conductor. Are they Annorasi?” I mouthed the word Annorasi, even though the nearest person was three seats away from us.

“No. Those are humans doing that. All humans.”

“How?”

Luc shrugged. “I don’t know. Music seems to draw a bit of the Annorasi world into the human one. That’s why I didn’t want you to wear your glasses—I think they would probably filter the light out, the way they filter out the rest of the Annorasi world.”

“Does it only happen with music?”

He shook his head. “It happens at other times too. Mostly with art or things that require great creativity and passion.”

“So humans can do magic too,” I muttered.

“No, magic is intentional. This is not—but that’s really the beauty of it. I told you last night my parents taught me to respect humans, right? Well, this is how they did it. My father took me here when I was nine years old and showed me this—” he gestured down to the stage, where the next song was beginning and the colors were beginning to swirl again—“and he told me that a race of beings capable of creating something so beautiful couldn’t be all bad.”

I sat and thought over Luc’s words, watching the colors climb up into the air again. For all of the Annorasi talk about being superior to humans, there were sure a lot of things they didn’t know. If humans could accidentally do magic just by playing music, was it possible they could do it on purpose too?

When the music finally died away and the last wisps of color disappeared from the air, I felt a bit sad—the same way I’d felt when we drove away from the Headlands that first night.

It was intermission, and Luc was checking his watch. “We have just enough time for the third stop,” he told me.

“We’re leaving?”

“We can stay here if you want,” he said. “But I’m telling you right now, the next stop is pretty spectacular.”

“Better than this?” I couldn’t imagine how that could possibly be true.

“I think so,” he said, but shrugged. “It’s entirely up to you.”

I looked longingly back down at the stage. There was nothing I wanted more than to stay and watch the colors for the next hour, but I was intrigued by the possibility of what was coming next and the way Luc’s eyes lit up when he talked about it.

“Let’s go,” I said, throwing one more look at the stage, hoping to see one last burst of color. There wasn’t one—the musicians were all backstage, taking a break.

Luc put an arm around my waist when we stood up from our seats. “We’ll come back here, I promise,” he said.

As long as I live past the meeting with the Council, I added in my head, as we returned to Luc’s car.

——
 

Twenty minutes later, I was trying very hard not to have a panic attack.

I have no idea how Luc managed to break inside the heavy door at the bottom of the north pillar of the Golden Gate Bridge, and I have even less of an idea how he convinced me to step into the teeny-tiny, creaky old elevator that brought us to the top. Luc could be mighty persuasive when he put his mind to it. At first, the trip up wasn’t bad—it was very dark inside the pillar and there were no windows, so other than the hum and the occasional (rather alarming) banging sounds from the elevator’s motor, it was hard to tell we were moving at all. Aside from a jittery feeling in my stomach—which seemed to have a hunch we were climbing higher and higher—my normal fear of heights didn’t materialize until the elevator came to a shuddering halt, and I was suddenly faced with an iron ladder that led up to a metal hatch.

I left my heels at the bottom of the ladder and followed Luc up barefoot, hoping for better traction. He pushed open the hatch, disappeared for a second, then reached a hand down to pull me up. I held onto his arm for all I was worth as he pulled me into the air and set me down again on a thin platform of crisscrossing red metal bars.

I made the mistake of looking down and nearly had a stroke. Through the wispy fog surrounding us, I could see six lanes of bridge traffic passing about a mile beneath my feet (at least, they looked that far away).

The platform we stood on was about two feet across and twenty feet long. Rising up on one side of us was the top of the pillar. On the other side there was a thin railing . . . and then a terrifying drop into oblivion.

Okay, I know I said just last night that I was fine with heights as long as Luc was with me, but seriously, this was pushing it. At least the people in the cars down below were too far away to see up my skirt.

Trying to seem casual about it, I backed up until I was pressed up against the pillar, as far away from the railing as I could get. I tried to slow down my breathing so I didn’t hyperventilate—fainting up here would be very, very bad. I felt like the horseshoe charm around my neck had suddenly morphed into a half-ton anchor that wanted to pull me over the side and straight down into the choppy waters of the bay.

“I’m not the biggest fan of our third stop,” I admitted to Luc.

Instead of answering, he walked over to the railing and leaned over. My stomach lurched as I watched his feet come off of the ground so, for a moment, only his arms held his weight.

I gasped, immediately covering the sound with my hand. I didn’t want to startle him and make him lose his grip.

Luc lowered himself back to his feet, his movements fluid as usual, and turned to face me. He wore a giant, slightly mocking, grin. “There’s a better view from over here.” He held out his hand.

I backed away from him, or at least I tried to; I couldn’t push myself back any further against the pillar without climbing up it. “I’m good here.”

“Suit yourself.” He swung one leg up and over the railing.

“Luc! ” I shrieked, torn between a desire to leap forward to drag him to safety and my total inability to move away from the safety of the pillar.

“What?” he asked innocently.

“Don’t do that!”

“It’s perfectly safe, Addy,” he said, continuing to straddle the railing.

I took a very deep breath. “If you die on our first date, I will never forgive you,” I said, trying hard to make my voice sound menacing.

“I’m not going to die. And neither are you. Now take another breath.”

“Why?”

“Because you look a little shaky, and I don’t want you to keel over when I do this.”

“Do what?”

He gave me one last grin, swung his other leg over the balcony, and jumped off of the bridge into the foggy night.

——
 

“Luc!”

I threw myself at the railing, completely forgetting my own fear and intending to grab him before he could fall too far.

Instead, I nearly head-butted him in the stomach. He was right there, on the other side of the railing, hanging in the air. There was nothing beneath him except for a blanket of fog and approximately seven hundred feet of air.

He told me many of the Annorasi could fly—he just hadn’t mentioned he was one of the many.

“See? I told you, perfectly safe,” he said, leaning over the railing to kiss my startled lips.

When I still said nothing, he frowned slightly.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked, bobbing up and down with the light wind.

“How I’m going to kill you once we get down from here,” I told him, quite seriously. “Obviously, throwing you off of anything tall is out.”

“You just said you didn’t want me to die on our first date,” he pointed out.

“I am rapidly changing my mind.”

He folded his arms and made a tsk sound. “Now now, this is no way to start your first flying lesson.”

“My what?”

“Your. First. Flying. Lesson.” He pronounced the words very carefully, then reconsidered. “Well, your second, actually. The first one was an accident—but a rather fortunate one, I think. Since now we know you can fly—”

“We don’t know that, actually,” I interrupted him, thinking about my tumble off of the ladder. “We only know I can float.”

“Po-tay-to, po-tah-to,” he sing-songed. “It’s time for you to take the next step.”

Still gripping the railing, I looked down. The cars on the deck of the bridge looked like matchbox cars, and the water was even farther away than that.

I pulled my head back up; it was easier if I just looked straight at Luc. “I don’t think I want to know what the next step is,” I said.

He spread his arms. “You’re looking at it. Come join me.”

He looked more glorious right then than I’d ever seen him—dashing, I believe is the word. His hair was windblown and his eyes shone with excitement. He looked eager for me to come and share in the fun. A part of me wanted to throw myself into his arms, despite the fact that he floated hundreds of feet above the ground, but the rest of me shook violently at the very thought.

I took a half step back from the railing, stalling for time. “Are you seriously telling me there’s no intermediate step between a ten-foot ladder and the top of the Golden Gate Bridge?”

“There probably is,” he admitted. “But we’re here now, so . . .”

“Won’t people be able to see me?” I asked, desperate to find a reason I couldn’t do this—a reason that didn’t include me giving in to complete terror.

“With all of this fog? No way.”

“What if I fall?”

“You won’t.”

“What if I do anyway?”

“Then I’ll catch you. I’m very quick.”

He was smirking; he knew he had me now. I had no more excuses.

I looked down between the metal rods of the platform. I imagined seeing the lanes of traffic coming at me faster and faster as I fell toward them. I pictured myself hitting them with a sickening smack and splattering across—

I backed up to the pillar again. “I can’t do it,” I said pleadingly, breathing a sigh of relief when I felt the solid metal against my back once more. “I just can’t.”

The excited light faded from his eyes. He looked down, past his feet and to the ground, and nodded in understanding. “Okay.” He grabbed the railing and vaulted back over, landing lightly on the platform.

I slumped against the pillar. He looked so disappointed. I could not, for the life of me, even begin to understand how my doing this could possibly mean so much to him, but clearly it did.

I couldn’t be the cause of that look on his face. I had to fix it somehow, even if that meant doing the unthinkable.

Very slowly, I stepped away from the pillar. Without its support I could actually feel gravity taking a hold of me again, trying to pull me down. I shook off the feeling and took a shaky step toward the railing.

“Atta girl,” Luc encouraged.

I forced my eyes to remain on the dark horizon. If I looked down, I knew I would chicken out.

This is just like the ladder, I tried telling myself. I will not fall—at least not all the way to the ground. Something will catch me, just like last time.

Still not looking down, I put one of my bare feet onto the lower rung of the railing.

Luc stepped up behind me and steadied me. I tried to concentrate on him—him and only him—as I swung one leg over, then the other, and turned around until I was standing, facing him, with the railing between us.

I could only imagine the look on my face. Luc saw it, and suddenly he was unsure.

“Maybe we should start smaller,” he said, gripping my shoulders as the breeze caused me to sway a little bit.

“I thought you said there was nothing to worry about—that you could catch me if you had to.”

“I did, and I will. I know nothing’s going to happen to you, Addy. I just don’t think you know that.”

I looked directly into his eyes. When you really boiled this down, it was all about trust. Did I trust Luc enough to jump off of a bridge?

Suddenly, Gran’s face popped into my head. Seven years ago, when I was ten, I told her I wanted pink high tops because all of the other girls at school had them. Her reply? “If all of the other girls at school jumped off of a bridge, would you do that too?”

No. But I might if Luc asked me to.

“If you tell me everything is going to be okay, I’ll believe you,” I told him, meaning every word of it.

He cupped my chin in one hand and leaned in toward me until our noses were almost touching. “Everything is going to be okay.”

“Okay,” I echoed him weakly.

Then I stepped back and let go of the railing.

——
 

At first, I was completely disoriented. Everything around me was gray, and the wind ripped through my hair, shrieking so loudly in my ears I couldn’t hear anything else.

Or possibly that was me shrieking—it was sort of hard to tell.

I couldn’t see the bridge pillar, or Luc, but suddenly I felt okay about that. It was tough to get a sense of motion—I had no reference point in the sea of gray all around me, but somehow I felt like I was moving too slowly to be plummeting to my death. Unlike my many, many nightmares of falling from various heights, I didn’t have that sickening feeling of dread, the cringing thoughts of what part of my body would hit the ground first and what sound it would make when it did.

Amazingly, I didn’t feel any fear at all. Instead, I felt . . . exhilarated. Really, really exhilarated. Similar to when I kissed Luc, but at the same time totally different.

No more than a second or two elapsed between the time I let go of the railing and when I came to that realization. As soon as I did, I could feel the wind hitting my back, and I realized I was facing upward, toward the sky.

I rolled over, expecting to see an idyllic view of San Francisco Bay from the air.

Instead, all I saw were the six lanes of traffic on the bridge rushing up at me, just as I had pictured them doing.

I wasn’t flying anymore—I was falling.

The feeling I recognized from my nightmares—that horrified, helpless feeling—quickly replaced my exhilaration. The ground continued to come at me, but my mind was going so fast I might as well have been falling in slow motion. I screamed, knowing it didn’t matter if any humans saw or heard me now because soon I’d be splattered across the bridge in plain view anyway. Would they wonder how I managed to fall from such a height? Would there be enough left of me for them to even figure out who I had been?

A dark shape appeared beneath me, and suddenly I was shooting upward. The red leg of the north pillar appeared in front of me, and I followed it up with my eyes as I burst through layer after layer of fog until I was finally back, even with the railing I had jumped from.

Luc set me down on the balcony, between the railing and the pillar.

Before I could even take a breath, he was crushing me in a violent hug.

“Addy I am so sorry! Are you—? I’m so sorry!”

I stood there limply, waiting for my head to stop spinning. He pulled back and grabbed my face, studying it like he was afraid he would never see it again.

“Are you okay?” he asked, brushing my hair, wild and tangled from the wind, back off my face.

“Yeah . . .” I said slowly, a bit surprised to find I actually was.

He pulled me into him again. My heart was still racing and so was his; I could feel it thudding through his suit jacket. Somehow, he’d managed to fly to my rescue without rumpling so much as a single item of his clothing.

“I shouldn’t have made you do that,” he said into my hair, still holding me tightly. “It’s my fault.”

“Don’t worry,” I said, pushing him gently away. “I’m fine—really.”

I was.

And I wanted to do it again.

When he dropped his arms, I turned back toward the railing.

“Addy . . .”

“Just one more time,” I pleaded in exactly the same tone I’d used a few minutes ago when I had been trying to convince him I couldn’t do it. “I nearly had it there for a minute.”

“You did have it,” he said. “But that’s enough for tonight.”

“Just one more time,” I said again, putting a foot on the railing and preparing to throw my leg over.

Luc grabbed me from behind and pulled me back toward the pillar. “Whoa there, Supergirl,” he said. His expression was puzzled. “I don’t get it. You were screaming. I thought you were terrified.”

“I was. But I handled it. Don’t you see? The worst possible thing happened to me, and it was fine. I want to do it again.”

But he wasn’t letting me move an inch. “Not tonight,” he said firmly. He let go of me with one hand, and twisted his wrist so his watch was right in front of my face. “Almost nine thirty. And we still have a long elevator ride down, plus a bit of a drive ahead of us.”

“We’ll get down quicker if we fly,” I pointed out. “Or fall. I guess I was falling, huh?”

“Only at the end,” he assured me. “You’ve still got a few kinks to work out, but those will have to wait. And we can’t fly all the way to the ground—the fog won’t give us that much cover. We’re going to have to do this the old-fashioned way.”

He made me climb down the hatch first—I think he thought if he left me alone on the platform, I might just jump off again. He might have been right about that. I’d never felt so strangely liberated in my entire life. It was like the prison of my fear of heights had been melted away by my actual fall to my near death. Sure, it was scary, but I had survived it. How could I possibly have anything left to fear?

Luc shook his head as I leaned over the railing surrounding the elevator shaft. Somehow, it didn’t look quite as high as before.

“I think I’ve created a monster,” he said.

——
 

We arrived back at Gran’s at five minutes to ten. Luc walked me up to the front door, and I opened it a crack so I could hear the clock. We kissed until the first chime sounded.

I pulled away, but he yanked me back.

“We have until the tenth chime,” he reminded me.

At chime number nine, I put one foot inside the door. “There. I’m home.”

Luc laughed and pressed both of my hands against his lips. “Good night, Addy.”

He was halfway back to his car and I’d put my other foot inside the door before I stopped him.

“Luc?”

He turned back around. “Yes?”

“Best first date ever.”

He smiled that devastating smile of his and quickly saluted me before turning to walk the rest of the way to his car.

I don’t think I actually walked upstairs to my bedroom—I’m pretty sure I floated.
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Damon Mallory
 

I WOKE UP THE NEXT MORNING in the same panic I had been in the morning before, multiplied by two.

Only one day left before my meeting with the Council.

Something odd occurred to me as I got up, stretched, and stumbled to the bathroom. I hadn’t heard anyone talking about making any kind of travel arrangements. The Council was in London—or so I thought Luc had said. It would be a real shame if I missed my appointed time to face them simply because we all assumed someone else had booked the flight.

Right in the middle of brushing my teeth, I froze.

I didn’t have a passport.

I’d thought about getting one loads of times, but it hadn’t ever seemed worth the hassle. You didn’t need a passport to go to Santa Cruz, and that was as far away from Novato as I had ever traveled.

How could I have been so stupid?

I spat out my toothpaste and ran downstairs.

There was a mountain of suitcases and old-looking trunks in the living room. Gran was supervising as her boys added still more luggage to the pile. I ran into their midst.

“Gran! Gran! I don’t have a passport!”

“Good morning, dear—a passport you say?” she cocked her head. “Why on earth would you need something like that?”

“Because we’re going to London!”

A familiar laugh came from the direction of the kitchen, and my hands flew to smooth out my hair as Luc pushed open the swinging door.

“What are you laughing at?” I demanded, shifting my feet awkwardly. Unfortunately, I was wearing yellow flannel pajamas with pictures of toast on them. I bought them because they were soft and very comfortable, but they looked utterly ridiculous on anyone over three feet tall.

Mr. Stratton came out of the kitchen after Luc, and just the sight of him made me feel ten times more absurd than I already did.

“I’m laughing at you,” Luc crossed the room to me. “Thinking you need a passport. You’re so cute when you think like a human.” He kissed me and wrinkled his nose. “You taste like toothpaste.”

“Why don’t I need a passport?” I demanded, of the room in general.

“We’re not going to London,” Mr. Stratton explained, still shaking his head at my pajamas. He held up a folded piece of paper—a paper that looked identical to the summons I received just days ago. “This arrived at my house last night. It says the Council is coming here. To San Francisco.”

“And even if we were traveling to London, it’s not like you’d need a passport to come with us,” Luc informed me, snickering slightly. “We wouldn’t exactly be passing through customs.”

I made a face at him; as I did, the pile of luggage on the floor caught my attention again. I pointed to it. “Then what’s all this for?”

“We’ll be spending tonight at Renard’s house in the city,” Gran explained, with a grin. “My boys do not travel light.”

“We should be going soon,” Mr. Stratton put in before I could ask any more stupid questions.

——
 

It was not the first time Mr. Stratton’s large, brick house in the Marina had held all fourteen of us—Gran, Mr. Stratton, Luc, Gran’s boys, and me—but somehow, the house seemed much smaller than it had on the night of Olivia’s play. There was no place on any of the three spacious floors of the house where I could go without bumping into someone, and I had much too much going on in my head to make small talk.

I waited, as patiently as I could, for time to pass.

At three thirty, when school was out, I called Nate to make sure he’d been able to find a ride to work. His phone rang five times before his voicemail picked up. I hung up and tried again, only to get his voicemail a second time. That was weird—Nate usually picked up his phone at all costs. He must be having one hell of a busy afternoon at Sully’s to let it just ring like that. I didn’t leave a message. Anything I said would have been a lie, and now that we were back on such good terms, I didn’t want to lie to him any more than necessary.

But I still felt weird about not talking to him. Who knew what was going to happen tomorrow? I thought about calling Olivia, just to hear her voice, but I didn’t know what to say to her either. Goodbye? Wish me luck? Hey, if for some reason you never see me again, promise to look after Nate for me, and feel free to go through my room and take your pick of my stuff?

A few more hours went by, during which time Nate didn’t call me back, and I started to get antsy to the point where I thought I was going to scream. I had to get out.

Luc sensed my mood and suggested a drive.

Mr. Stratton admonished us not to go far, so we drove just a few minutes back toward the Golden Gate Bridge and stopped off at the Palace of Fine Arts.

It was dark enough that the many-columned, Roman-style buildings were lit up for the night, but still light enough that we could see their peaceful reflections in the nearby lagoon. Luc and I wandered along the colonnade without saying much. We finally stopped inside the massive rotunda, which looked more like something you would find in a Roman ruin than smack-dab in the middle of San Francisco.

The lights on the underside of the rotunda flickered when he walked under them; he looked up at them with chagrin.

“Do you think that will ever stop happening?” I asked him.

He shrugged. “I hope so; it’s annoying. But look at your Gran—you’ve never noticed any electronic things acting strangely around her, have you?”

“No,” I agreed. Although, besides the lights, we never had many electrical appliances in our house. I had always chalked that up to Gran being old-fashioned, but maybe I was wrong. “Then again, she’s been in the human world for decades.”

“Plenty of time for her to adapt,” Luc mused. “Or for the electricity to adapt to her—I’m not really sure how it works.”

“So . . .” I started, unsure how to begin a line of conversation I had desperately wanted to have since the night we had kissed on his father’s balcony. “So for lights to behave normally around you, you’d have to be in the human world for years too?”

“I’ve been in and out of the human world my whole life,” Luc said. “That’s why car stereos, computers, and other things don’t go haywire around me. Just the lights.”

“But it could still take years for you to get used to the lights?” I persisted.

“I guess so,” Luc frowned slightly. “Why? Does it bother you?”

“No, no,” I said quickly. “I’m just . . . I guess . . .” I hunted for the right words, but my mind drew a total blank. “I guess I’m just wondering, assuming the Council lets me go tomorrow, how much longer will you be here?”

“And by ‘here’ you mean, ‘in the human world’?”

“Yes,” I squeaked.

He shrugged again. “Depends on how long you stay here, I guess.”

I looked up at him in shock; he was grinning at me.

“Addy, no matter what happens tomorrow, I’ll still be your Guardian. And frankly, I thought you and I had gone a bit beyond that.”

“Oh, we have,” I blurted out, then hung my head in embarrassment. “I’m just . . . I’m not sure how all of this works.”

He was still smiling when I finally looked back up at him, but by then, the mocking glint in his eyes had vanished. “I’m not leaving you. I don’t know how long it will be before lights act normally around me. But we’ll find out together, okay?”

“Okay.” I smiled up at him.

Luc pulled me into him, but before our lips could meet, the lights above our heads began to tremble violently, much more intensely than they had before.

I looked up.

The recessed lightbulbs winked rapidly on and off, creating a strobe effect on the underside of the rotunda. The lights themselves seemed to shake. I would’ve thought we were having an earthquake—we were, after all, in San Francisco—had the ground under my feet not been so solid and still.

Suddenly, something Luc had told me on Halloween, something about the Annorasi who didn’t spend any time in the human world, leapt into my head.

You should see what happens when they get around a lightbulb.

The lights gave a final shudder before they went out completely. Darkness closed in around us just as I became aware of a dull yellow-green glow off to my left.

Luc moved until he stood between me and the glow—a glow which, I realized with a cold feeling of dread, was the exact color of the flames at the rally and on the island. I began to get a sinking feeling in my stomach—a chilling, terrified sensation that was the exact opposite of my normal reaction to the Annorasi world.

“Is it the Others?” I whispered, in case the glow had ears.

“Stay behind me,” was all he said. He gripped both of my hands in his left hand, keeping me behind him as he stretched his right hand behind his back. A flash of silver light gathered between his fingers and grew into a ball about the size of his palm. I wondered, not for the first time, what type of weapons the Annorasi used to fight each other. Was that what the silver ball was? Did the Annorasi use light to fight and kill one another, as well as to build their cities?

The yellow-green cloud came closer, and a distinct laugh echoed out of its center. “At ease, Guardian,” said a voice that went with the laugh.

Luc’s hold on me grew tighter as the cloud dissipated at the edge of the rotunda. Two figures materialized out of its depths; I recognized the lanky, awkward form of Oran Tighe immediately, but the second was unfamiliar to me.

He was a man too, as much as Oran was. He looked about the same age as Luc’s dad, and his entire form seemed to resonate with the same aura of authority and importance. But this man’s presence put me on edge in a way Mr. Stratton’s had never done. I could feel my muscles tense like I was at the starting line of a race as I took in the man’s neatly groomed beard and small, piercing eyes. It was impossible to tell the exact color of his irises—the yellow-green light had collected itself into a ball that hovered inside of the man’s right hand, just as the silver light was hovering in Luc’s hand. The combination of the two colored orbs threw a harsh and uncomfortable light on the scene that made it hard to see details clearly.

“Damon Mallory,” Luc said—growled, really—under his breath.

The man, Damon Mallory, cocked his head toward Luc. “Do you truly think I’d hurt her now?” he inquired. “When she’s right where I want her to be?”

“Then what are you doing here?” Luc demanded, not loosening his grip on me one little bit.

Damon Mallory looked over Luc’s shoulder at me. Only my face was visible to him, but he stared at me for such a long time my heart started thudding uncomfortably inside of my chest.

“You look like your father,” Damon said to me finally, his ill-defined eyes still trying to bore holes through mine. “I don’t see any of Margaret in you at all.”

“What do you know?” I spat out.

“Ah,” he smiled. “There she is.”

I glared at Damon Mallory as he continued to grin at me. It was a knowing smile, devoid of any actual happiness. It acknowledged only that there was something about what I just said—whether it was something he merely expected, or actually hoped to hear, I wasn’t sure.

“What do you want, Mallory?” Luc cut in roughly, just as it started to register in my mind that this man had been talking about my parents in a disturbingly familiar way.

“Only to meet her face to face,” Damon Mallory answered. “Just once before tomorrow.”

“Now you’ve met,” Luc said dryly. “What do you think of this person whose life you are trying to destroy?”

Damon Mallory only shook his head slowly. “I have been waiting a long time for this,” he said, still staring at me and not bothering to answer Luc’s last question. “I have very high hopes for you, my dear. You are going to bring me my war.”

“The war is over,” Luc corrected him, drawing Damon Mallory’s attention back to him. “You lost, remember?”

“Is that what your father told you?” Damon asked my Guardian. “If I were you, I wouldn’t rely on Renard and others like him to give you the full story of what happened back then.”

Luc snorted. “Then why don’t you enlighten us?”

“I wouldn’t waste my time,” Damon Mallory spat. “Your father and his kind are no better than humans—and their time is over. You’ll go down with the rest of them, young Stratton. Not quite as soon as your charge here—” he glanced over at me—“but soon.”

Luc stiffened. “You’ll never touch her.”

“We’ll see.”

Damon Mallory nodded curtly at us and turned away. Oran Tighe, who hadn’t uttered a single word during the short exchange, remained in front of us. Slowly, he raised his right hand; in it was a long, silver knife. Grinning at us, he slashed the knife through the air, just in front of his throat. He pointed the tip of the blade briefly in my direction before he turned and hurried after Damon Mallory.

The yellow-green light faded as the two Others disappeared into the darkness at the edge of the park. The silver light in Luc’s hand also winked out. We walked back to the car wordlessly and in the dark.
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The Stake
 

“SO HOW DID THE flying lesson go last night?”

I looked up at Mr. Stratton’s sudden question, not entirely sure what to say. The events of the past hour were still swimming through my head.

After Damon Mallory and Oran Tighe had left, and Luc and I found our way back to his car, we didn’t say a single word to one another during the short drive back to Mr. Stratton’s house.

It wasn’t until we pulled into the garage that I finally got up the courage to ask: “Who is Damon Mallory?”

The answer was not all-together unexpected.

“The leader of the Others,” Luc told me. “He’s the one who manipulated the Council into calling you before them tomorrow.”

“And he knew my parents?”

“Yes.”

“Was he the one who killed my parents?”

“Yes.”

Luc did not explain further; I gave him a pleading look, and he sighed heavily. “I think that’s a story for another time.”

I didn’t necessarily agree, but his frown told me, very clearly, that was all I was going to get out of him on the subject. And I was not entirely sure I wanted to press the point just now.

Mr. Stratton and Gran were both appalled when we told them what happened.

“In the middle of San Francisco!” Gran shook her head. “Right under the Council’s nose—in a public place, no less!”

“We’ll never be able to prove it. They were just trying to send us a message,” Mr. Stratton pointed out, bringing the subject to a close.

Somehow, Gran already had dinner on the table, enough for the four of us and her ten boys. It wasn’t until we started dessert that Mr. Stratton thought to inquire about my flying lesson the night before.

“It went fine,” Luc answered without elaborating.

Mr. Stratton nodded in understanding. “Well, it might have been helpful, but I wasn’t counting on it. The Council probably won’t even ask.”

I put down my fork; suddenly Luc’s uncharacteristic pushiness on the bridge made a great deal more sense.

“Is that why you wanted me to try it so badly?” I asked him. “So I could show the Council how ‘Annorasi’ I am?”

Luc shot a glare at his dad, who shrugged.

“The more of your Annorasi side we can show the Council, the better,” Mr. Stratton explained. “The ability of flight is a typical Annorasi ability, and it would’ve been helpful to demonstrate you have it. It might make you seem more like one of us. But it’s not the only thing we can use. You can see our world, and that should be enough to prove you have more than a trivial amount of Annorasi in you.”

It might make you seem more like one of us. The implication being I was not actually one of them—not entirely, anyway. I frowned down at my empty dinner plate.

Gran’s boys jumped up and began arguing over who was going to clear the table; in the confusion I managed to leave the dining room and wander upstairs by myself. I went up the first flight of stairs I found and kept going until I faced a sturdy metal door, which opened only after I threw my entire weight against it—twice. The door led to a rooftop garden, and a view of the city I would have thought beautiful if I hadn’t been so preoccupied with other things.

Am I going to die tomorrow?

Even after I’d been told about the Others and the Council and the danger awaiting me there, dying wasn’t something I spent much time dwelling on. I doubted many seventeen-year-olds did.

But now—now that I was in the relative safety of this strange house, and I had come face to face with a person who not only clearly wanted me dead, but spoke about it casually as though it was already a foregone conclusion, the full reality of the unknown horror awaiting me tomorrow came down on me like a hammer.

I started to shake.

“Addy!” Luc burst through the door and onto the roof, heaving an enormous sigh of relief at the sight of me. “Don’t do that!” he scolded, dropping down beside me and hugging me briefly.

When I didn’t respond, he scooted back, holding me at arm’s length so he could see my face.

I wasn’t crying, but I was close. I continued to shake while he pulled me into his lap and wrapped his arms around me, resting his chin on top of my head.

“I should have warned you something like that might happen,” he said after a moment and after my shaking had subsided. “But I didn’t want to scare you if there was no need.”

“I think I needed to be scared,” I surprised myself by saying. “I don’t think I understood exactly how serious this all was until today. I was ignoring it—I was so happy about you and about fixing things with Nate I didn’t want to think about it.”

“It’ll be over soon.”

“Yeah.” One way or another.

We sat quietly for a minute or two. Then I twisted around to look at him.

“How will it happen?” I asked. “I mean, if they decide to—”

“They won’t,” Luc said flatly.

“But if they do,” I persisted. “How do they do it, exactly?”

Luc took my hands and squeezed them between his; for a moment, his deep green eyes were fiercer than I had ever seen them before. “I won’t let anything happen to you, Addy. That’s a promise. You have nothing to worry about.”

“Okay. But theoretically, how would it happen?”

Luc gave me an exasperated look, but I took my hands back and crossed my arms over my chest. I was absolutely determined not to let this go. I needed to know—I deserved to know—what the worst possible outcome of my situation was.

As I watched him, frowning to himself and inwardly debating whether or not to answer me, I made myself a promise: I was not going to panic. No matter what he said, no matter how bad it was, I was going to remain calm. If only to prove to him that I could.

He sighed. “Burning,” he said finally.

“Burning!” I very nearly shrieked, totally forgetting my promise of approximately two seconds ago. “You mean, as in at the stake?”

“Yes,” he said.

I couldn’t believe it. “Do you mean,” I began, certain I must have heard him wrong, “when the Annorasi decide to execute someone they burn them at the stake? Like in medieval Europe, or some horror film?”

Luc closed for his eyes for a moment, and I could tell he was already deeply regretting having answered my question.

“You have to understand,” he said slowly. “The Annorasi very rarely execute anyone. Most of us don’t believe in the taking of life, human or otherwise. In our world, death is an extremely rare punishment.”

“I would hope so,” I mumbled. I was trying very hard to keep my thudding heart from bursting right through the front of my chest. “But burning?”

Luc shrugged. “Historically, in your world and in mine, execution has always been just as much about making a statement to others as it is about punishing the guilty party. You have to admit, burning someone at the stake makes quite a statement. But execution is only imposed for the most extreme crimes. Things like mass murder, genocide, or the higher forms of treason.”

Or, in my case, just being born.

Luc took my hands again and forced me to look at him. “If I really thought it was something you needed to worry about, I wouldn’t have told you,” he said. “You believe me, don’t you, Addy? Promise me you are not going to worry about this.”

I nodded, numbly.

“Out loud,” he insisted. “Say you promise—”

“I promise,” I said quickly. My voice sounded oddly flat, not like my own at all.

That was the first time I ever lied to Luc.

——
 

Later, when we came down from the roof, Mr. Stratton showed us all to our bedrooms.

Luc followed me into mine, completely ignoring both his father’s and Gran’s warning glares.

Even though Luc had already seen me in pajamas twice—and both of those times I had been wearing embarrassing PJs that were significantly less flattering than the ones I had on now—I still felt self-conscious wearing my favorite blue-striped cotton bottoms and matching blue tank top in front of him. Even though he too was dressed for sleep, in green plaid bottoms and a fresh white shirt.

“I can sleep on the floor,” he offered. “Or I can leave all together if you’d rather be alone—”

“No!” I said quickly without thinking. Blushing, as the corners of his mouth turned up at my response, I gestured to the giant, queen-size bed taking up the majority of the room. “We can both sleep here. But I don’t think—I mean, I don’t know if we . . .” I trailed off; I was so flushed by now I felt like my face was going to go up in flames.

He kissed me on the cheek. “I can control myself,” he assured me, climbing into bed and holding one side of the covers open for me.

After we turned the lights off and were silent for a while, I rolled over to face him. The small amount of light coming in from the window over our heads made it so I could just barely see his profile. “What should I think about tomorrow morning?”

He looked over at me in the dark. “When? You mean before we go into the Council?”

“Yes—right as we’re walking in. I need something to think about so I won’t get all shaky and nervous.”

“You can think about what you want to do on our second date,” he suggested.

He sounded so utterly confident we would be having one that for a moment I believed it too. Then the doubt crept back in, and I bit my lip.

“Or,” he continued. “And maybe this is even better, you can think about how only a small fraction of the people in that room tomorrow want anything bad to happen to you. The Council is not against you, Addy—they’re being used by the Others, just like you are. Remember that—they would like nothing better than to find a way to rule in your favor tomorrow.”

“And if they can’t?”

“Then we go to Plan B. Gran’s boys are all out there tonight, staking out the Council meeting place, settling in so they’ll be ready for tomorrow. Just in case we need them. But I don’t think we will.”

I nodded. “You know, I think I finally figured out what this situation reminds me of,” I told him.

“What?”

“Do you know the King Arthur story? Arthur and Guinevere?”

I saw him frown slightly.

“Our situation reminds you of the most famous love triangle in all of human literature? I thought you said Nate was gay?”

I laughed. “He is. And it doesn’t remind me of the love story part of the Arthur legend—it reminds me of the end, the part after Arthur finds Guinevere and Lancelot together. Guinevere is captured by Arthur’s guards, but Lancelot gets away.”

“Punk.” Luc snorted his disgust for the knight who had left Guinevere behind.

“And Arthur is forced to put her on trial for treason because he’s so principled, so committed to the laws he created that he can’t make an exception, even for her.”

“Also a punk thing to do,” Luc commented, and I punched him in the arm.

“This was my favorite story when I was little,” I informed him. “You can’t possibly think every character in it is a ‘punk.’”

“Then don’t ask me what I think about Guinevere cheating on her husband with his best friend,” he advised.

I punched him again. “I’m trying to make a point here, and you are ruining it.”

“Sorry. I think I get what you’re trying to say though—Arthur has to put Guinevere on trial because if he doesn’t follow the laws he set in place, he can’t expect others to do so.”

“Exactly. Just like the Council has to put me on trial to prove they don’t pick and choose who their laws apply to. Like Arthur, they don’t actually want to find me guilty. They don’t actually want to have to kill me, but they have to do it all the same.”

“I’m glad you’re coming around to the idea that the Council is on your side,” Luc said. “But there is one, glaring problem with your analogy.”

“Oh?”

“If the Council is Arthur in your analogy, then you would be Guinevere, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Well—and don’t hit me when I say this—but Guinevere actually did commit a crime. I’ve always thought it was a bit over the top to call it treason, just because the person she cheated on happened to be the king, but at the very least, she did commit adultery. You, on the other hand, have done nothing wrong.”

I thought about this for a moment. Finally, I said, “So?”

“So,” he propped himself up on one elbow, “I don’t think you can compare yourself to someone who escaped being punished for a crime that she actually did commit. You’ve done nothing, so punishing you in any way at all would be entirely unjust. The Council knows that—and that is exactly why they’re not going to vote to execute you tomorrow.”

Much later, after Luc had fallen asleep and I lay in the dark with his arms around me, I thought about the end of the story, the part where Lancelot rescues Guinevere before she can be put to death, just as Arthur knew he would. Arthur had known all along he could count on Lancelot to burst in at the last second and keep Guinevere from any real harm—that was the whole reason he’d allowed her trial to go forward in the first place.

Luc probably wouldn’t like it—considering he’d been calling him names earlier—but he was most definitely Lancelot, at least as far as my analogy was concerned.

And, if my analogy held up, tomorrow the Council was going to find me guilty. Not because they hated me or because they actually wanted me to die, but because, like Arthur, they were counting on my Lancelot to rescue me.

I was counting on him too.
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The Argument
 

THE NEXT MORNING, I distracted myself from what was going on that day by stressing out over what to wear.

Luc and his dad were both in dark suits with smart ties and crisp, white shirts. Gran wore a long, flowered dress. I didn’t own a suit, and I hadn’t brought any dresses with me. I dumped the contents of my suitcase on my bed and scowled at every article of clothing in turn until I finally picked out a pair of tailored black pants and a white button-down collared shirt. I looked business like enough, I thought, at least for the human world. Mr. Stratton had said they wanted to highlight the Annorasi parts of me, but I had no idea what Annorasi girls wore. The only Annorasi I knew—Luc, his dad, Gran, and Principal Chatsworth—always wore perfectly normal human clothes. So that was going to have to do for today.

I picked up my phone without knowing who I intended to call. Nate? Olivia? I couldn’t tell either of them what was really going on today, and I couldn’t explain my absence at school yesterday and today without making up a story. I didn’t want my last conversation with either of them to be a lie, so I put the phone back down without calling anybody.

I pulled my horseshoe necklace over the collar of my shirt and held the charm in my hand for a moment, promising myself if it was lucky for me today, I would never take it off. I was probably being silly, but somehow, striking that bargain with myself was what gave me the courage to walk downstairs.

Gran, Mr. Stratton, Luc, and I all piled into Mr. Stratton’s black Range Rover. Luc held my hand, but none of us said a word as Mr. Stratton drove away from the Marina. It occurred to me I had no idea where we were meeting the Council, but instead of asking where we were going, I merely stared out of the window.

We hit some morning traffic. Mr. Stratton was forced to inch along with the rest of cars on the road. We turned toward the heart of the city, but I was too engrossed in my own thoughts to watch any of the scenery pass by. My usual nervousness about heights did not even kick in when California Street curved steeply upward, taking us up to the very top of Nob Hill. It wasn’t until the car came to a sudden halt in front of a large building made of white stone that I finally snapped out of my haze and paid attention to where we were.

I turned to Luc in confusion. “The Council is meeting us at the Fairmont Hotel?” I asked, doubtfully.

Mr. Stratton turned around to look at me from the driver’s seat. “Why is that so strange?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I assumed the meeting would be in the Annorasi world.”

Mr. Stratton considered this as he pulled into the front entrance, beneath an awning capped by dozens of flags. “That would not have been possible for me,” he said. “Unless the Council made some kind of exception . . .”

I bit my lip. Had Mr. Stratton been hoping this meeting would give him an opportunity to go back to the Annorasi world, after eleven years of being an Outcast?

“Anyway, Damon Mallory insisted on meeting in the human world,” he said finally; then, as a uniformed valet approached the driver-side door, he added hurriedly, “It’s just another part of his plan to highlight your human side.”

As Mr. Stratton rushed us through the elegant white and gold lobby, I recalled I had once written a report on the Fairmont Hotel (back in fifth grade, when we were required to research a San Francisco landmark). Snippets of my report came back to me now:
 

The Fairmont Hotel . . . built in 1902, then rebuilt after the 1906 Earthquake . . . where every president since William Taft has stayed at least once . . . where the U.N. charter was drafted . . . where Tony Bennett first “left his heart” . . . San Francisco’s first glass elevator . . .


Oh dear.

The last fact on the list nearly made my heart stop, especially when Mr. Stratton began heading straight for the bay of elevators in the back of the lobby.

The closest elevator door opened with a pleasant ding, which seemed disgustingly out of place to me, given that it was signaling the arrival of the thing that was to carry me to my potential doom. I was able to relax again—somewhat—only after I remembered the famous glass elevator had been out of service for several years. The walls of this elevator were most definitely not see-through.

Even so, my stomach gave a warning flip-flop as we started upward. I closed my eyes and willed it to be calm. Even without my heights-induced queasiness, I was already pretty sick. My heart was going a mile a minute, and my arms and legs felt weird; my extremities hummed with anticipation and dread. I didn’t need a nervous stomach on top of all of that. Not today.

I actually did a fairly good job of forgetting about the heights thing—until we arrived at the top floor.

The elevator door opened (ding!) into an ordinary-looking hallway. As we exited the elevator car, Luc nudged my shoulder, turning me slightly so I faced the right side of the hallway, rather than the left.

When I glanced over to my left, curious about why he had done that, I saw the reason right away; there was a giant plate-glass window there.

I looked away immediately, but not before I got a stomach-lurching eyeful of the panoramic view. I took a deep breath and tried to refocus all of my attention on the vertically lined wallpaper on the wall to my right.

Mr. Stratton gave me a strange look before walking away from the elevator.

Careful not to look back in the direction of the window, I followed him toward a set of large double doors at the end of the hallway. My heart began to pound again, even harder than it had before. I knew without having to be told that this was it; the Council was on the other side of those doors.

I shivered.

Luc noticed and squeezed my hand. “Remember what I told you last night,” he said quietly.

As we walked in step behind his father, I puzzled over what he meant. What exactly was I supposed to remember? That only a few people in the room we were about to enter wanted to kill me? That the Council probably wouldn’t sentence me to death because I wasn’t as guilty as Guinevere?

My thoughts didn’t make much sense, and I struggled to calm myself. Even though Mr. Stratton had cautioned me not to say a single word unless directly spoken to by the Council—and they weren’t really supposed to speak to me—I wanted to be sure I had all my wits about me.

When we reached the doors, I barely had time to notice the words Crown Room inscribed on them in gold cursive before they opened. A man in a gray suit came out and blocked our way inside.

“This is Addison Prescott,” Mr. Stratton said formally. “Answering a summons to appear before the Council.” He handed the summons to the gray-suited man, who studied it, looked down at me suspiciously, and turned his eyes on each of my three companions in turn.

“And the rest of you?” the man asked.

“I am Renard Stratton, Ms. Prescott’s legal representative,” Mr. Stratton replied, not bothering to introduce the others.

The man nodded and handed the summons back. “You can come in with her,” he told Mr. Stratton. He flicked a hand toward Gran and Luc. “They’ll have to wait outside.”

I nearly choked on my next breath; Luc wasn’t going to be with me?

“I’m her Guardian,” Luc informed the man stiffly. “Law Twenty-Nine states—”

The man—he must have been a guard or something—waved Luc silent and rolled his eyes. “Fine. Guardians are allowed.” He shifted over to Gran. “And you ma’am?”

“I’m family,” Gran said.

That wasn’t technically true, and either the guard didn’t buy it or family members weren’t allowed in anyway, because he shook his head. “You’ll have to remain outside.”

I frowned as I looked around the empty hallway; there wasn’t even a chair for Gran to sit on. How long would she have to wait?

Gran scowled at the guard, then grabbed me and drew me in for the tightest, longest hug she had ever given me. “Be proud of who you are,” she said in my ear. “You’re worth a hundred of anyone in that room, Addy. Don’t let them make you feel any less than that.”

I hugged her back. Frankly, I was a bit more concerned the Council was going to order me killed than hurt my feelings or humble me, but I was touched by the obvious emotion behind her words.

The guard held one of the doors open. Mr. Stratton walked briskly inside.

Luc took my hand again and kissed me quickly on the lips. The guard flinched, and for the first time I realized he probably knew exactly who I was and what I was doing there that morning.

“Ready?” Luc asked.

I nodded, and we walked inside, leaving Gran standing alone beside the guard on the other side of the large double doors.

——
 

I had to blink several times to adjust my eyes to the low light inside the Crown Room. There were several light fixtures in the room, including an impressive chandelier dangling from the ceiling, but none of the lights were turned on. The wall sconce just inside the entrance seemed to be missing its lightbulb, and it suddenly dawned on me that every bulb in the room had probably been removed. In place of the electric lights, a dozen oil lamps had been set up strategically around the space; the head-size lamps gave off enough light to prevent the room from being called “dark” but not enough to keep it from being gloomy.

The hotel staff must have thought we were having a very strange sort of convention in here.

The room itself was large and slightly round in shape. There were heavy curtains covering the walls, contributing to the gloom and covering what I had a very bad feeling could only be floor-to-ceiling windows that probably afforded the same view as the window outside of the elevator. For once, I felt profoundly grateful for the Annorasi obsession with secrecy.

Against the back wall, there was a raised platform that held seven tall chairs; a stern-faced Annorasi in an elaborate red robe occupied each chair.

The Council.

Over breakfast that morning, Mr. Stratton had given me some idea of what to expect, so I knew the three women and four men sitting on the platform were the seven representatives the Annorasi High Council had sent to sit in judgment of me. For the purposes of today, they were to be referred to as “Inquisitors,” as they would conduct the inquiry and vote on the matter of my execution. The Inquisitor seated at the very center of the seven was the high councilor himself—the head of the entire Council.

There were two long tables set up about ten paces in front of the platform and several feet below it so the Inquisitors could look down on them. Mr. Stratton walked purposefully to the table on the left and stood behind the seat on the aisle. Luc and I had to squeeze past him to take the two seats beside him.

Two men stood behind the other table, the one to the right of the platform. My accusers: I recognized Damon Mallory’s neatly trimmed beard and the gawky form of Oran Tighe without having to look at them very hard. Behind me, in the back of the room, were a half-dozen men wearing gray suits, just like the man who had admitted us into the room. These must be the Council’s guards.

Every other person in the room was standing, so Luc, Mr. Stratton, and I did not sit down when we reached our places, but remained vertical in the small space between our chairs and the table. The red-robed Inquisitors, whose heads had all moved in unison to follow our entrance into the room, continued to stare down at us until, as if in response to some invisible signal, they all took their seats at once.

Luc and Mr. Stratton stayed on their feet, so I did as well. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that Damon Mallory and Oran Tighe still stood as well.

The Inquisitors spent several minutes shuffling through piles of paper on the table in front of them. In the midst of passing what looked to be a manila folder to the man on his left, the high councilor peered down at us.

“Please be seated,” he said. His voice was so deep and reverberating I jumped slightly before hastily lowering myself into my chair. The others at my table, and at my accusers’ table, took their seats with a great deal more grace.

Luc took my hand underneath the table as the Inquisitors continued to pass papers back and forth and whisper quietly amongst themselves. I had nothing to do but stare up at them.

There were two men and one woman on the left side of the high councilor and two women and one man to his right, but I had a hard time tearing my eyes away from the high councilor himself—the man who, more than anyone else in the room, now controlled my fate. But even if that had not been the case, I think I still would’ve stared at him—he had a truly startling tangle of vividly white hair that looked like it hadn’t been combed in decades. He looked about Gran’s age, and I suddenly wondered if he was the one who had become high councilor instead of my blood grandmother, or if there had been others in between.

The high councilor looked up suddenly, and our eyes locked. I tried, but I couldn’t look away until he blinked and turned his attention to Luc’s father. “Ah, Renard Stratton,” he did not speak so much as rumble, “I rather thought we might you seeing you this morning.”

“Hardly surprising, Esteemed High Councilor,” Mr. Stratton answered with a slight nod of his head. “Given that Ms. Prescott’s summons, as well as your subsequent communication, were both delivered to my house.”

The high councilor’s eyes shifted over to me. “And I assume, Mr. Stratton, you are prepared to certify that the individual directly to your left is, indeed, Addison Rose Prescott, daughter of Margaret Stirling and Thomas Prescott, granddaughter of Rosabel Stirling?”

Mr. Stratton looked over at me. He was silent for so long I started to wonder whether this was the first time he had actually considered that question.

Maybe it was all a mistake, an excited little voice inside my head began to whisper. Maybe I’m not really—

“I am prepared to so certify, High Councilor,” Mr. Stratton answered, and the small flicker of hope inside of me was quickly doused.

The high councilor made a note on one of the pieces of paper in front of him. “And the young man with her?” he continued, not looking up. I could see why he’d phrased it that way; our intertwined hands were underneath the table and out of sight, but Luc had moved his chair very close to mine and was very clearly with me. I wasn’t sure whether it made me feel comforted or terrified that Luc was almost certainly going to share in whatever harm befell me today.

“My son, Lucas Stratton,” Luc’s father answered. “He is Ms. Prescott’s Guardian.”

There was a flurry of whispers from the Inquisitors on either side of the high councilor. The white-haired man himself merely stared down at the two of us; his gaze lingered on the tabletop in front of me, directly above where Luc held my hand securely in his.

“I see,” the high councilor said, then abruptly turned to look at the table where the Others sat. “Mr. Mallory, Mr. Tighe, I assume you’re prepared to bring forth your accusations?”

“We are more than ready, Esteemed High Councilor,” Damon Mallory answered.

The high councilor did not return the smile but simply nodded and said, “Proceed.”

Oran Tighe leapt up eagerly from his chair, as quickly as if something sharp had poked him in the bottom. Once he found himself on his feet, however, he shifted uncomfortably, seemingly unsure of what exactly he was supposed to do.

Beside him, Damon Mallory rose from his chair with an unnerving grace that went a shade beyond even Luc’s fluid movements. I hadn’t noticed the unique way that he moved the night before—it was almost like he was boneless, or like his limbs were suspended in some way none of the rest of us could see. I almost could have believed he was floating in a vat of invisible liquid, if it hadn’t been for his voice, which carried easily throughout the room. Damon Mallory did not have the same booming cadence as the high councilor, but I knew even the guards in the very back of the room would have no trouble hearing him.

“Esteemed High Councilor, honorable representatives of the Council, there is a simple matter before you today. Almost eighteen years ago, a terrible crime was committed—I know I don’t have to remind anyone here how the consequences of that one thoughtless, rebellious action shook the Annorasi world to its very core. Indeed, it fell to this very Council to restore order in the aftermath of that most unfortunate disruption.

“Until now, only some of us suspected the dark events of those days were not yet at an end, that the criminals who inflicted such unrest upon our world had left behind something tangible, something deadly we would one day have to contend with. I speak, of course, of the accused who sits before you, Addison Rose Prescott. The only child of Margaret Stirling and the human, Thomas Prescott.

“Born amidst rumor and scandal, hidden so she might not further her parents’ shame, Ms. Prescott was, until recently, the stuff of speculation and whispers for the majority of our world. Only a very few, those who had been handpicked by her disgraced family, knew the truth . . . that she was being kept hidden in the human world. Her protectors guarded their secret most carefully, neither knowing nor, perhaps, caring what unknown horrors this half blood, this abomination might unleash upon the world.”

Damon Mallory paused and glanced over at me; for the first time, I could see that his eyes were the sharpest, palest blue I had ever seen. They held such hatred I could not help but shudder at the sudden chill, even with Luc’s warm hand in mine. I had never dreamed someone could even think such horrible thoughts about me, to say nothing of speaking them aloud.

And even as his eyes did their best to burn right through mine, Damon Mallory’s voice softened to an almost apologetic whisper. He turned back to the high councilor, his face suddenly a mask of self-reproach. “I can not speak ill of her protectors, High Councilor, without confessing my own role in Ms. Prescott’s remarkable disappearance. Although I took no active part in concealing her, I freely admit to you I first became aware of her hiding place, and her identity among the humans, shortly after she disappeared from England.”

I shot a glance with Luc, who shrugged and mouthed, “lies.”

“I could have informed this Council of her whereabouts at any time over the past eleven years,” Damon Mallory admitted. “But I chose not to. I must now beg your forgiveness for this. In defense of my actions, I can only plead with you to understand I had not the heart to bring this innocent girl into your presence before today. I told myself that this child, abomination though she may be, could not be held responsible for her parents’ actions. There was a chance, I thought, that she would be content to remain among the humans. What possible threat could a young girl be? I wondered. I promised myself that so long as she remained innocent of our world, I would not burden this honorable Council with the unthinkable task of ending such a bright young life.”

“More like he didn’t have an excuse to bring you here until now,” Luc whispered in my ear, his voice full of disgust.

I looked up at the Inquisitors. Were they buying any of this?

Damon Mallory, who had paused in his speech as though overcome with emotion, sounded so sincerely remorseful I very nearly believed him myself—nearly, but not quite. I had, after all, just seen his eyes. I knew as long as I lived, I would never forget the naked hatred in them.

Luc cleared his throat and threw a contemptuous glance at Damon Mallory. I could feel the effort it was taking for him to keep himself from leaping over the table and attacking my accuser, right there, in front of his father and the Inquisitors.

I patted his arm, the most encouraging thing I could think to do at the moment. If I could suffer through Damon Mallory’s words, so could Luc.

“Alas,” Damon Mallory finally went on, with such seeming reluctance that I wanted to hit the table, “I can no longer deceive myself with the excuse of Ms. Prescott’s ignorance. There can be no doubt she has gained the ability to see our world. Whether this ability came to her unbidden or was encouraged and nurtured by her protectors, I cannot say. I only know it does not matter. Law Thirty-Seven sets the penalty for any human who learns of the existence of the Annorasi world, without prejudice as to how such knowledge was acquired or how brief his or her glimpse into our world may be. This wise law is one of our oldest and most revered, and today it is my unhappy duty to see that it is upheld. I beg of this Council to rule today as our law requires it to. I am confident this esteemed body will do its duty.”

He sat down just as gracefully as he had stood. Oran Tighe sat down as well, a smug smile on his face.

The high councilor turned to Luc’s father. “Do you have a response, Mr. Stratton?”

“I certainly do.” Mr. Stratton stood and walked between our table and the raised platform where the Council sat. He began to pace back and forth. Only when every last one of the silent red-hooded heads of the Council followed his every movement did he begin to speak. “A ‘simple matter,’ my colleague called the situation before you today. I know you are not fooled by this. Only the presence of a single Inquisitor is required to hand down a sentence, so why would a seven-Inquisitor panel, one that includes the high councilor himself, need to convene for something as simple and straightforward as the application of a law so universally known that it is recited by our school children?”

He paused his speech, still pacing. Every eye in the room was riveted on him, including my own. Suddenly, I was very glad I had an experienced trial attorney arguing my case.

“We all know—even Damon Mallory knows—this situation is far from simple. Addison Prescott is not a mere human. If she were, even I would have trouble arguing that she should not be condemned, at least on the face of Law Thirty-Seven. However, Addison Prescott is also not a full-blooded Annorasi—she is half human, so it cannot be said that Law Thirty-Seven has no relevance at all to this matter.

“So what do we do? When, as here, the strict application of a law makes no sense, we must look to that law’s purpose to determine how it should be applied. Law Thirty-Seven was created because those who came before us feared what would happen if the humans became aware of our existence. They determined, as much for the safety of our own society as for the well-being of the human world, that such knowledge on the part of humans must be swiftly dealt with. They decided that the taking of a human life, even an innocent one, was preferable to the parade of horrors that could follow from the spread of that human’s illicit knowledge throughout the human world.

“Addison Prescott has been brought up as a human. She has lived among them and, until quite recently, has shown no Annorasi traits at all. Why then, should she not be treated as a human? What makes her knowledge of our world any less dangerous to us than a pureblood human’s knowledge?”

He paused again.

“You all know the answer. Addison Prescott is half Annorasi. She doesn’t just know of our world, she sees it. She is a part of it. And I hear she is learning to fly.” He smiled over at me for a moment, and I couldn’t help but grin back, even though my hands were shaking underneath the table. “In these ways, she is just as much of an Annorasi as you or I. Can we punish her for that? Can we really subject one of our own to a law meant to apply only to humans? She is one of us. And as a consequence, she has just as much of an interest as any of us in keeping our world a secret—perhaps even more so, given her unique status.

“Addison Rose Prescott is not a threat to our way of life. If you agree with me on this, and I don’t see how you can not, then you must also agree that the application of Law Thirty-Seven would be a grievous injustice here—a black mark on the slate of a Council whose singular purpose has always been to put our greatest ideals into practice.”

Mr. Stratton sat back down, and the Inquisitors all leaned toward the center of their table to confer with the high councilor.

“Now the high councilor will have a chance to ask questions,” Mr. Stratton told me in a whisper. “It shouldn’t take long to get a sense of which way the Inquisitors are leaning.”

“They hate Damon Mallory,” Luc whispered over my shoulder. “I could tell by the looks they gave him.”

“As we have already discussed, the Inquisitors’ like or dislike of Damon Mallory will not be the deciding factor here,” Mr. Stratton cautioned him. “I’ve given them enough to hang a decision on—the question now is whether or not they jump for it.”

As we waited for the Inquisitors to finish their conference, I thought over what Mr. Stratton had said in his opening statement. He hadn’t been nearly as dramatic as Damon Mallory, but his words had been so straightforward and practical that, in some ways, they had even more of a impact.

At least I thought so, and as the high councilor began to ask his questions, he seemed to agree with me.

“Mr. Mallory,” he said, “How do you answer Mr. Stratton’s argument that Ms. Prescott does not present a threat to the Annorasi way of life?”

Damon Mallory rose smoothly to his feet. “As I submitted in my opening statement, Esteemed High Councilor, Law Thirty-Seven does not require an analysis of how much knowledge a human possesses, or whether that knowledge causes any danger. Any knowledge at all, no matter how it is acquired, is assumed to present a danger to the Annorasi world, and thus triggers the penalty under the law.”

“Let me put it to you another way, Mr. Mallory,” the high councilor said, frowning down at him. “The Inquisitors are inclined to agree with Mr. Stratton’s point that, because Ms. Prescott is half Annorasi, it would be unjust to apply Law Thirty-Seven to her the same way we would apply it to a mere Annorasi. Under the circumstances, we feel an analysis of Ms. Prescott’s actual danger to the Annorasi world, if any, is appropriate.”

Mr. Mallory smiled grimly. “If the honorable Inquisitors wish to engage in such an analysis, I am, of course, prepared to assist you. Allow me to bring before you an individual who I believe will shed some light on the danger Ms. Prescott has already brought to the Annorasi world.”

The high councilor nodded, and I twisted around in my chair as Damon Mallory gestured behind him for the unknown witness to be brought forward. Mr. Stratton and Luc turned in their chairs as well, as confused as I about whom Damon Mallory could possibly be referring to.

Luc and I both gasped as a figure in an ill-fitting brown suit came through the double doors and made his way awkwardly across the room, straight toward the Inquisitors’ platform. The shiny, bald head that bobbed up and down with each galumphing step was unmistakably Principal Chatsworth’s, even though he did not so much as glance at our side of the room. He went to stand beside Damon Mallory.

“Chatsworth,” Mr. Stratton growled through clenched teeth.

“Did Damon Mallory make him come?” I asked. I’d never been the biggest fan of Principal Chatsworth, but I had a hard time believing he really intended to sell me out. I also couldn’t begin to imagine what he could possibly say that Damon Mallory would consider important.

But then I remembered how he’d given me such a hard time on the night of the fire in the auditorium, and suddenly, I knew. Principal Chatsworth was working for Damon Mallory. It was the only explanation.

Mr. Stratton seemed to be thinking along the same lines. “I doubt he was forced to come here,” he said grimly.

Prompted by Damon Mallory, Principal Chatsworth gave a full accounting of every move I made in the days since my birthday, taking his time to highlight any action that could possibly be considered “disruptive.” I listened as he described my interruption of precalc after I’d witnessed Sonya jump through the classroom window and the strange flames that erupted out of the otherwise peaceful bonfire at the rally. He spent a great deal of time recounting my spectacular stage dive that resulted in the school auditorium burning to the ground. He especially emphasized how the fire department, the police department, as well as “several other human authorities,” all became deeply involved in an investigation and had, according to Principal Chatsworth, only cleared me of any wrongdoing after an “enormous amount of effort” on his part.

Beside me, I felt Luc tense up. I looked at him questioningly. Then it occurred to me that Principal Chatsworth’s defection to the Others was the answer to the question that had been bothering Luc for days.

I did sense an Annorasi in the auditorium—but just one, Luc had told me on the drive home from the police station when I had asked why he hadn’t been able to sense Oran Tighe. And I assumed it was Principal Chatsworth.

On the night of the play, I had seen Chatsworth in the auditorium before the play began—when he wandered backstage to wish us all luck. And I had seen him right after the fire broke out. But where had he been during the performance—during the time when Oran Tighe came onto the stage? Had he snuck out during the play and then back in again during the fire, coordinating his timing with Oran Tighe so Luc would only be able to sense one Annorasi in the auditorium at any given time?

That would certainly explain Chatsworth’s unexpected goodwill appearance backstage before the show. I’d wondered what could have possibly prompted our unfriendly principal to do something so totally out of character. But now I knew exactly why—he wanted to make sure Luc saw him. In order for his ruse with Oran Tighe to work, Chatsworth had to make sure Luc thought his father’s “loyal” agent was in the audience. That way, Luc wouldn’t think twice about sensing an Annorasi in the theater.

And I was willing to bet that the two of them, Chatsworth and Oran, had worked out a similar plan so Oran could follow me around school without Luc being the wiser.

I could tell from the look on Luc’s face that this was all occurring to him too. He shook his head and muttered, “Stupid.”

I squeezed his hand. How could he have possibly guessed his father’s agent had been working with Oran Tighe to fool him? At least now we knew. But I could tell Luc was furious with himself for not having figured it out sooner.

Damon Mallory returned to his chair, and Mr. Stratton jumped up.

“Alfred, I must admit I am personally disappointed to see you here today,” he said.

“Times are changing, Renard,” Principal Chatsworth informed Luc’s father coldly. “I have no choice but to change with them.”

“Perhaps,” Mr. Stratton said evenly. “Is it your testimony that Ms. Prescott was the actual cause of any of the strange events you just described to us?”

Mr. Chatsworth pondered this for a moment as small trickles of sweat appeared on his forehead; he appeared much more uncomfortable facing Mr. Stratton than he had been facing Damon Mallory.

“Not the bit with the cougar,” he admitted, pulling a handkerchief from his breast pocket and using it to dab his sodden forehead. “But the rally and the auditorium fire—yes, I believe so. Who else could it have been? The only other Annorasi besides me who was present at both of those occasions was your son, Mr. Stratton, and I’m sure you don’t want me to blame him—”

“We’ll come back to the subject of the rally,” Mr. Stratton interrupted. “Right now I’d like you to clarify a few points about the night of the auditorium fire.”

“Gladly,” Principal Chatsworth said hurriedly.

Mr. Stratton paced for a moment and rubbed his chin thoughtfully with one hand before he turned to face the principal. “Frankly, I’m a bit surprised the incident is being brought up at all.”

“Surprised?” Chatsworth exclaimed. “How can you say that? She made a scene in front of hundreds of humans—it was an incredibly public display!”

“Yes, but a public display of what, exactly?” Mr. Stratton demanded. “It’s my understanding the fire was started by a human-made object—a flare gun. Is that correct?”

“Well, yes,” Principal Chatsworth admitted.

“A flare gun that was inadvertently fired when Ms. Prescott collided with the human who held it, is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“And the human authorities who questioned Ms. Prescott about the incident did so in order to investigate the possibility that the flare gun had been loaded deliberately, isn’t that right?”

“Yes . . .”

“Well, then you’re going to have me help me out here. I fail to see a single thing in this sequence of events that has anything at all to do with the Annorasi world.”

Principal Chatsworth bit his lip and looked over at Oran Tighe. I could see where Mr. Stratton was going with this; Principal Chatsworth couldn’t testify that my “public display” had resulted from my ability to see Oran Tighe without also admitting Oran Tighe had been there that night. And Principal Chatsworth was not about to tell the Inquisitors that—let alone that Oran Tighe had been the one to load the flare into the gun!

Mr. Stratton was right—without Oran Tighe, there was nothing to connect that night to the Annorasi world. And the Council was not going to execute me merely for being a troublemaker and an arson suspect.

I did my best to keep my face calm, but inside I allowed myself the teeniest little hiccup of hope that I would be leaving this room alive.

“Principal Chatsworth,” Mr. Stratton said sternly when his onetime agent simply frowned down at his lap instead of answering, “if someone were interested in making Ms. Prescott look bad, in making it seem as though her presence raised dangerous questions among human authorities, how do you think that person would go about it?”

Principal Chatsworth looked up and glared. “I wouldn’t know.”

“It seems to me,” Mr. Stratton mused, “that one of the simplest ways of furthering that aim would be to create disturbing situations that might illicit a reaction from Ms. Prescott—situations such as her best friend about to be shot with a live flare gun. Or a frightening scene in a rally bonfire. Remind me—you have an ability that allows you to manipulate fire, do you not?”

The principal appeared to be at a total loss for words. Mr. Stratton simply shrugged and took his seat.

The high councilor dismissed Chatsworth, who shot a fearful look at Damon Mallory as he made his way out of the room.

Damon Mallory merely shook his head; there was a slight smile playing across his lips that I found disturbing. Mr. Stratton had obviously just gotten the better of his witness. What could possibly be making him smile like that?

I began to feel a dull, pulsing pain in my stomach. Something wasn’t right. Something about this whole thing wasn’t right.

Before I could put my finger on the problem, the high councilor began to speak again. “Mr. Mallory,” he said, “I hardly think a few school pranks—which I believe we can all see Ms. Prescott was in no way responsible for—are sufficient to show we are all in imminent danger of Ms. Prescott exposing our world to even a single human.”

Mr. Mallory nodded slowly, and the thudding pain in my stomach immediately stopped. Not going away, but holding its breath to hear what my accuser was going to say next. “You are correct, High Councilor. Forgive me for not bringing in my next witness sooner.”

“And who might your next witness be, Mr. Mallory?” the high councilor asked, with a slightly irritated sigh.

Damon Mallory’s grin widened until he was smiling from ear to ear. “Nathan Anthony Whitting.”
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Trades
 

THE HIGH COUNCILOR SAT PERFECTLY STILL, but at least four of the six Inquisitors around him squirmed uncomfortably as two gray-suited guards dragged Nate through the double doors in the back of the room.

All at once, it was painfully obvious why Damon Mallory had demanded that my meeting with the Council take place in the human world. It was not, as Mr. Stratton had assumed, to highlight my “human side.” That had been only a fringe benefit of the plan. The main benefit was that it allowed him to bring a full-blooded human before the Inquisitors.

I twisted around and nearly knocked over my chair trying to jump to my feet. Luc and Mr. Stratton each pressed a firm hand down on one of my shoulders, but they couldn’t keep me from screaming “Nate!” as soon as I caught sight of that familiar, untidy head of brown hair.

Barefoot and clad only in blue flannel pajamas, Nate was bound head to foot in what looked like duct tape but shone too brightly to be anything other than an Annorasi creation. His frightened eyes searched the room, finding only the shocked faces of the Inquisitors until he finally caught sight of me.

“Young man,” Mr. Stratton warned, stepping into the aisle and drawing Nate’s attention away from me, “do not say a single word. Do you hear me?”

But either Nate didn’t hear him, or he wasn’t inclined to follow Mr. Stratton’s advice, because as soon as his eyes landed on me again, around the side of Mr. Stratton, he burst out, “Addy! It’s true? It’s all true?”

“Oh, Nate!” I buried my head in my hands.

The high councilor banged his fist against the table to call the suddenly noisy room to order.

Mr. Stratton leaned down and spoke directly into my ear. “What is this, Addy?” he asked, his voice tight with fury. “What did you tell him?”

“Nothing!” I yelled, not caring who heard as I finally raised my head. I glanced over at Luc, who looked utterly terrified and angry at the same time. I continued in a whisper. “I didn’t tell him anything—I swear! He read my journal, but I told him I’d just made it all up, and he believed me! He didn’t know! I swear, he didn’t know anything!”

“He does now,” Luc said tonelessly.

Mr. Stratton sat back down in his chair, eyes searching the empty tabletop in front of him for a solution.

Oran Tighe rose from his chair beside Damon Mallory and cheerfully took Nate from the guards. Grinning down at Nate’s terrified face, he led him straight before the high councilor.

“Addy,” Luc whispered; I leaned my head slightly to the left in order to hear him better, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of Nate. “Addy, whatever happens here, I need you to keep your head. Do you understand me? Whatever happens.”

“Why? What’s going to happen?” I whispered back.

Luc didn’t answer. He just took my hand again under the table in a grip that could have crushed steel.

“Mr. Whitting,” the high councilor said, “tell me what you know of the Annorasi world.”

Nate opened his mouth and poured out every single detail I’d written down in my journal. Every word felt like it was ripping a hole in my heart, but he plowed on and on. Maybe he thought that the more details he gave, the more he could show he knew, the better. That was generally the way things worked in the human world—the more you knew, the better. He couldn’t have known that here, in this world, knowledge could get you killed.

At least, it could get you killed if you were a human.

When he was done, he tried to glance back at me, but Oran Tighe caught him roughly by the chin and forced him to face forward again.

“And you came by this knowledge from reading Ms. Prescott’s journal?” the high councilor asked.

“Miss Pres—you mean Addy?”

“I am referring to the young lady sitting behind you,” the high councilor said carefully.

“Yes, it was in Addy’s journal.”

“And did she give you this journal to read?”

“No,” I couldn’t see his expression, but I imagined it was shamefaced. “I found it.”

“And how did you come to be here today, Nathan?”

“These two guys in suits came to my house—” Nate began.

Damon Mallory shot to his feet. “I hardly think it matters, High Councilor, how this human came here or how he came by the knowledge he has just admitted to having. The fact that he is here and does know these things is enough. Clearly, Ms. Prescott could not resist telling her best friend her big secret—who’s to say who else she will tell? Or who this human will tell? I only hope we are not already too late to keep this news from spreading still further.”

“High Councilor.” Mr. Stratton stood up as well, “This is ridiculous. Clearly Mr. Whitting’s awareness of the Annorasi world came about by accident, and was by no means even fully formed in his mind until Mallory dragged him here.”

“Weren’t you saying, Renard, in your own opening statement that if Ms. Prescott were fully human, then Law Thirty-Seven would have to be strictly applied, regardless of how she became aware of such knowledge?” Damon Mallory demanded. “Mr. Whitting is a human—how he became aware of our world is of no consequence whatsoever. He has just told us everything he knows and so, under the law—”

“Ridiculous!” Mr. Stratton thundered. “High Councilor, using that logic, Mr. Mallory could drag dozens of unwitting humans before you, thus making them aware of our world and forcing you to execute them!”

“I didn’t drag dozens of humans before the Council,” Damon Mallory pointed out in a sickeningly calm voice. “I dragged one. And in doing so, I only confirmed the knowledge that was already in his head—knowledge Ms. Prescott put there! What better proof can I give the Council that she is a danger to us all? Even her best friend is not safe around her!”

His words hit me like a slap in the face. I could hate Damon Mallory. I could blame him all that I wanted. But regardless of anything he had done, it was my fault Nate was here now. There was no getting around the fact that if it hadn’t been for me—me and my stupid journal—Nate would be somewhere safe.

“Enough!” the high councilor’s voice boomed throughout the room. “That is enough. My colleagues and I will confer, and then we will deliver our verdict. Take your seats, both of you, and give Mr. Whitting back to the guards.”

The seven Inquisitors stood and gathered in a huddle behind their chairs, turning their backs to the rest of us.

Oran Tighe reluctantly allowed two gray-suited guards to take Nate back from him. They half carried him until he was exactly between the table Luc, Mr. Stratton, and I occupied, and the one where Damon Mallory sat. Oran Tighe made his way back beside his fellow accuser, and the two sat with their heads close together, talking in excited whispers. Damon Mallory was still smiling. I dearly hoped the Council’s verdict would wipe that grin away, but suddenly I was very, very doubtful that was going to happen.

Nate’s head peered around the shoulder of the guard standing closest to our table. “Addy?” he ventured. Nate sounded scared—not as scared as he should have been, under the circumstances, but still scared. Clearly he didn’t understand what was at stake here.

“No talking during deliberations,” one of the guards snapped.

Mr. Stratton leaned across me to speak to Luc. “You know what to do after they read the verdict,” he said.

“Dad—”

“We talked about this, Lucas,” Mr. Stratton’s eyes were stern, bordering on ferocious. “If you don’t think you can handle it, then leave now.”

Luc put an arm around me and pulled me into him, yanking me half off my chair and onto his. “I’m not going anywhere,” he told his father.

“Then remember what we talked about. You agreed it was the only way.”

Luc just nodded, and Mr. Stratton sat back in his chair, eyes closed.

“What’s the only way?” I whispered to Luc.

“We have to let them take you,” he whispered back, so close that his lips were almost brushing my ear. “If they decide against you, that’s the only way we’ll be able to get you back.”

In spite of his words, he didn’t sound like he had any intention of actually doing that. I turned hard eyes on him. “Your father is right,” I told him in an angry whisper. “I won’t let you get hurt for me, Luc! You can’t possibly fight against the entire Council. You have to count on Gran’s boys.”

“Shhhh,” he glanced over my head at the guards on either side of Nate. “Don’t worry.”

“Promise me. Promise you’ll let them—”

I was interrupted by a loud banging sound. When I turned my head, I saw that all seven Inquisitors were lined up in front of their chairs. Everyone in the room except for Luc and me was on their feet; the banging sound had been the high councilor hitting the table and demanding that the room come to order.

Luc and I stood. I looked nervously over at Nate—my concern for myself was miles away; I was a thousand times more worried about what was going to happen to Nate than I’d ever been about what was going to happen to me.

And somehow, I was even more tormented about what would happen to Luc when he refused to let Damon Mallory take me.

——
 

“We have before us today an issue of great interest to many in the Annorasi world,” the high councilor began. “The only half human, half Annorasi in modern times. What to do with such a creature? We agree with Mr. Stratton that applying a law meant solely for humans seems unjust, but we also agree with Mr. Mallory that there is a danger here to the secrecy that has kept our society intact for centuries. Perhaps not so great a danger as Mr. Mallory would have us believe, but Mr. Whitting’s presence among us today brings this matter into a much more serious light.”

He turned to look sharply at me.

“We are most disappointed in Ms. Prescott’s lack of discretion. The existence of the Annorasi world is a most precious secret, upon which an entire way of life hinges. It is not to be taken lightly, Ms. Prescott, and your casual disregard for its importance was almost enough to convince a majority of us to rule against you—almost.”

I drew in a breath and held it as he continued.

“We feel Ms. Prescott is in a unique situation, one which our laws were not designed to address. Our choice was either to stretch our existing laws to fit this case, as Mr. Mallory invited us to do, or, to cast aside our laws completely, as Mr. Stratton urged. In the end, we chose neither of these.”

He looked directly at me again.

“Ms. Prescott, you will not be punished for your ability to see our world. We were persuaded by Mr. Stratton’s argument that doing so would fly in the face of everything this Council, and the best of our Annorasi society, stands for. We are also inclined to forgive you for your careless actions that led, however indirectly, to a human discovering the existence of our world. We find in your favor, Addison Rose Prescott, and we decline to subject you to the penalty called for under Law Thirty-Seven.”

Luc hugged me around the shoulders, and Mr. Stratton let out a very satisfied sigh.

“You will be carefully watched, Ms. Prescott,” the high councilor cautioned me. “As your Annorasi abilities develop, we will reevaluate our decision today as often as we deem necessary to safeguard the interests of the Annorasi world. If, at any time, we feel you have become or are in danger of becoming a threat to the continued secrecy of our world, we will not hesitate to subject you to the measures called for under the law. You have been warned, Ms. Prescott. Do not disappoint us.”

He paused for a moment, and I realized he was not done. When he shifted his gaze over to Nate, my stomach dropped down to my knees.

“Unfortunately,” the high councilor continued. “We can not escape the reality that there now exists a human with intimate knowledge of the Annorasi world. We agree this knowledge was acquired accidentally, and that it was furthered in large part by Mr. Mallory’s own actions in bringing this human before us today. But, as Mr. Mallory pointed out, even you, Mr. Stratton—long-time defender of humans that you are—even you admitted in our presence today that any human who acquires knowledge of the Annorasi world would be guilty on the face of Law Thirty-Seven, regardless of how that knowledge was acquired. And we agree. We hereby find Nathan Anthony Whitting guilty of knowledge as set forth in Law Thirty-Seven, and thereby subject to the penalties thereunder.”

“N—” was all I was able to get out before Luc clamped a hand over my mouth. I saw Nate’s eyes go wide as he looked from the Inquisitors, to me, and back to the Inquisitors again. I could tell that my reaction scared him far more than the high councilor’s words. His eyes filled with fear and I started to cry; I had never felt so helpless in my entire life.

“Mr. Whitting,” the high councilor continued, “you will be given over to your accusers who will take you from this place, to a discrete location of their choosing outside of the city of San Francisco, where your sentence will be carried out.”

“What sentence?” Nate asked, looking warily over at me again.

The high councilor gave him an ever-so-slightly regretful look before standing up and filing out of the room through a side door with the rest of his red-robed brethren.

“What sentence?” Nate repeated, looking more panicked by the second. Oran Tighe walked greedily toward him and when Nate turned toward me, his eyes were wild. “Addy! What does that mean?”

“NATE!” I screamed in the split second that Luc let his hand slip.

Mr. Stratton stood up quickly, putting himself between Nate and me.

“Addy!” Luc swiftly pinned both of my struggling arms back, trapping them with one of his hands while still using the other to cover my mouth. “This won’t help him!” he said in my ear. “Remember what you just said to me. We have to let him go.”

I screamed something that came out as an unintelligible sob underneath his hand. I continued to fight him—I could think of absolutely nothing but getting to Nate—but Luc hoisted me easily out of my chair and half carried me toward the double doors in the back of the room. Mr. Stratton followed us, ready to lend a hand if Luc lost his grip on me. Over his shoulder, I saw Damon Mallory leaving the room out of the same side door the Inquisitors had just used. Oran Tighe was right behind, dragging Nate after him.

My eyes filled with tears, and the room became an unrecognizable blur. I stopped fighting Luc and began to walk. I stumbled a bit, but I walked the rest of the way to the doors under my own power.

——
 

Not one of the three of us said a single word as we boarded the elevator at the end of the hall. Before the doors opened again, I had stopped crying, and my hands had balled themselves into fists at my sides. Ding. I marched three steps out of the doors, ahead of Luc and Mr. Stratton before I realized we were not where I expected. We hadn’t gone down to the lobby; we were on the roof.

How dare these people think they can kill Nate!

Gran was waiting for us, cell phone in hand. “My boys have them in sight,” she assured us, pausing to listen to the voice on the other end of the phone. “Damon and the others are flying, and my boys are following on the ground.”

“They’re flying with him?” I gulped, shivering as the wind whipped all around us on the unsheltered roof. Nate must be terrified. “Where are they going?”

“I don’t know yet. Don’t worry, Addy. My boys will take care of this.”

“They have to take him outside the city,” Luc explained, keeping a hand clamped on my shoulder, in case I had any ideas about going after them. “You heard the Council.”

“Yes I heard them!” I exploded suddenly, shaking his hand off. “How can they do that? How can they just sit there and decide Nate should die for something that wasn’t even his fault?”

“Addy.” Luc went to put his arms around me, but I stepped back, suddenly furious at him.

“It’s because he’s human, isn’t it?” I demanded, looking from Luc’s stunned face to his father’s calm one. “Isn’t it? They couldn’t kill me because I’m one of you—half of me, anyway—but not Nate. Nate, they can kill, because he means nothing to them!”

“Addy that isn’t what happened . . .” Luc began uselessly.

“Yes it is! I hate you for this—all of you! You all claim you have the best interests of humans at heart, and yet you and every other Annorasi in the room just sat there and watched one be sentenced to death! And for what? For finding out, by accident, that you exist? What can Nate possibly do to hurt you? How is he even the slightest threat to you?”

“First of all,” Luc began levelly, “we are not just sitting here. We are on our way to rescue him. And second, the rule that prevents humans from knowing about us was created in order to preserve the humans, not us.”

“Preserve them? How, by executing them? How many humans has your kind killed over the centuries, Luc? And all the time you claim to be protecting them.”

“We don’t have time for this, Addy,” Mr. Stratton broke in. “Later, you and I will sit down, and I’ll explain to you the importance of having such a law. I’ll tell you about all of the times in history when humans have discovered us and been horribly taken advantage of by our kind—yes, our kind, Addy,” he threw in when I opened my mouth to object. “You are one of us, whether you like it or not. And our history of interacting with the human race is not something we’re proud of. Do you really think those stories humans have about making deals with the devil came out of nowhere? Someday I will tell you why the law is what it is—someday, Addy, but not today. Not when we have more important things to deal with.” He turned and took Gran’s arm, leading her away from Luc and me.

Luc reached out for me again, but I turned my back on him; I was too angry to worry about how unfair I was being.

“Look,” he said from behind me, his voice a bit sharper than usual. “I know you’re upset, Addy, and you have every right to be. But this is not our fault—certainly not my fault. We’re going to do everything in our power to rescue Nate before anything happens to him—what about that isn’t good enough for you?”

“Sure, you’ll rescue him,” I turned around, furious again. “But only because of his connection to me. What if you didn’t know me? What would happen to him then? He’d be just another human to you. You wouldn’t be rushing to his rescue then, would you? If it wasn’t for me—”

“If it wasn’t for you,” Luc said slowly, carefully, “I wouldn’t have to be running to Nate’s rescue at all, because he wouldn’t be in any danger. There would be nothing for me to rescue him from.”

That stopped me dead in my tracks.

Luc’s eyes widened. He stepped forward too quickly for me to stop him and wrapped his arms around me, crushing my head into his chest. I wouldn’t have stopped him anyway; I could no longer remember why I’d been yelling at him in the first place. Why was I blaming anyone but myself right now?

“I’m sorry,” he said into my hair. “I’m so, so sorry. I didn’t mean that, Addy.”

“I’m sorry, too. I didn’t mean what I said either. I’m just so scared.”

Luc stepped back to hold me at arm’s length. His eyes looked every bit as intense as they had the night before, when he promised he wouldn’t let anything happen to me.

“We’ll get him back,” he told me. “We will. I swear we will.”

“I believe you,” I told him. I wanted to—I really did.

“And you can’t blame yourself for this,” he continued. “I didn’t mean what I said. No matter how you slice it, this is all Damon Mallory’s fault. I don’t want you blaming anyone but him, okay?”

“Okay,” I lied. I could tell by his face he knew he hadn’t convinced me, so I didn’t feel too bad about not being entirely truthful.

Luc kissed me quickly. “I’m so glad it’s not you we’re chasing right now,” he said, so quietly I could barely hear him.

——
 

“Where are they now?” I asked Gran after Luc and I rejoined her and Mr. Stratton on the other side of the roof. I shivered in the cold wind; now that I no longer had my fury to keep me warm, I couldn’t help but notice it was freezing up here.

“They flew northwest,” Gran replied, looking puzzled. “My boys are following them by car. They’re stuck in traffic, but it’s okay—Mallory and Tighe haven’t moved in quite a while. They seem to be staying put.”

“Staying put? Where?” Luc asked.

“The Palace of Fine Arts,” Gran answered with a slight frown.

“What are they doing there?” I asked somewhat unnecessarily, considering that had to be what we were all thinking at the moment.

“They’re waiting to negotiate,” Mr. Stratton said, sounding sure of himself.

“What’s there to negotiate?” I asked.

As if in answer, the elevator door that led to the roof opened with that hideously cheerful chiming sound. One of the gray-suited guards stepped out and walked toward us.

Mr. Stratton met him before he got more than ten paces from the door. The guard slipped a piece of paper into his hand and disappeared back into the elevator. Luc’s father turned back to us, unfolding the paper as he did; he read it out loud as soon as he was back within earshot.
 

It’s time to talk trades. We will wait exactly where we met Ms. Prescott and young Mr. Stratton last night until 1:05 p.m. If Ms. Prescott does not present herself to us before that time, the boy will die. If we sense anyone else coming to meet us, he will die.


D.M.


I looked down at my watch; it was 12:59 p.m. We had only six minutes.

“Too quick,” Gran breathed, putting the cell phone to her ear again. “Damon doesn’t know about my boys—he probably won’t even be able to sense them coming, given that they’re already in the vicinity, but this is too quick. I thought we’d have more time. My boys are still at least ten minutes away.”

“I can get there in less than a minute,” Luc said, squinting over the edge of the roof. The Palace of Fine Arts’s rotunda was just barely visible to the northwest, peeking out of a clump of trees just before the Golden Gate Bridge. “It’s a straight shot from here.”

Mr. Stratton shook his head. “They’ll sense you. Nate will be dead as soon as you get within half a mile of that place.”

“They won’t be able to sense me,” I pointed out. “If I go—”

“Out of the question,” Luc interrupted immediately.

“Actually,” Mr. Stratton put in, one eyebrow raised, “that might be the last thing Mallory expects. They didn’t send us this message thinking we would actually allow Addy to show up—they are trying to lure us into a fight. If we stop a Council-ordered execution—”

“Council-ordered my left foot,” Gran interrupted gruffly. “You said the Council ordered them to leave the city, to go to a discrete place. Mallory is flaunting his disobedience. He brought Nate to a public park, of all places! Who does he think he is?”

“Damon Mallory can’t sense me,” I spoke up again. “If I go, it’ll throw them off. It might give Gran’s boys a chance to get close without Damon noticing.”

“It might,” Mr. Stratton agreed.

I stared at him, momentarily stunned he had agreed with me until Luc stepped between us.

“I said, ‘out of the question,’ ” Luc barked, glaring first at his father, then at me. “Addy, if you think for one second I’m going to allow you to trade yourself for Nate—”

“That’s not what I’m doing,” I told him, not altogether sure that was true. “It’s a diversion. It’s the only chance Nate has!”

“How would you even get there? You’d have to fly—” Luc cut himself off, shaking his head and making an angry sound. “What am I saying? It doesn’t matter. Your going is not an option.”

“Think it through, Lucas,” Mr. Stratton advised. “I think Addy is right. You know how Damon Mallory is—he won’t kill her outright, he’ll want to talk things to death first. That’s what we were counting on when we thought we might have to come to her rescue today. If Addy can keep him talking until Gran’s soldiers show up—”

“In nine minutes now,” Gran threw in.

“—then they can take care of things for the one minute it will take you, me, and Edith to get there,” Mr. Stratton finished.

Luc looked torn, and rather like he wanted to punch something. “What if he just kills her? Or what if he takes off with her and brings her some place else?”

“He won’t just kill her,” his father answered patiently. “Not right away. And he’s using the Palace of Fine Arts for a reason. He’s trying to make a statement. He wants a public place. If he kills her anywhere, he’ll kill her there.”

Luc was still shaking his head; I put a hand on his arm to make him look at me.

“It’s not your decision,” I told him gently. “It’s mine, and I have to go. You know I do.”

“Please don’t,” he said, brushing one hand against my cheek. “For me, Addy. Don’t do this.”

“I have to,” I repeated. “Luc, it’s Nate. He’s my family as much as Gran is. I would never be able to forgive myself if he . . .” I was unable to say it.

“It’s one minute after one o’clock,” Gran pointed out. “Nate has four minutes, kids.”

Luc looked over at her. “You can’t possibly want Addy to do this.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “I raised her to make her own decisions. For what it’s worth, she is Rosabel Stirling’s granddaughter. She can handle herself.”

“I’m your granddaughter,” I corrected her. “That’s why I can handle myself.”

She smiled over at me, as proud as I’d ever seen her.

Which was odd, considering I was pretty sure, whether Gran realized it or not, she had just voted to send me to my death.

Luc exhaled sharply. “I could stop you from going,” he told me thoughtfully, jaw clenched, clearly considering that possibility.

“Please don’t,” I echoed his words from less than a minute ago. “I love you, Luc, but I’m going.”

He closed his eyes. “I know. I love you too.”

——
 

Thirty seconds later, I was almost wishing Luc had managed to talk me out of it.

“If you start to fall,” he warned me as I inched toward the edge of the roof, “I’m coming after you. I don’t care if Damon Mallory can sense me or not—I’m coming.”

“Fair enough,” I said through gritted teeth, trying to keep my stomach in place. I glanced down over the edge to the street below; it was a long way down, and I was going to have to fly much higher than that if I wanted to remain in the cover of the clouds. The bravado I’d acquired after my jump from the Golden Gate seemed to be fading. My knees shook at the thought of taking a similar jump from the top of the hotel.

You can do this, a falsely optimistic voice inside my head cheered. For Nate, you can do this.

I jumped off of a bridge because Luc had asked me to. Now, I could jump off of a building because Nate needed me to.

Luc turned me around by the shoulders until I faced him, my back to the edge of the roof. “This is extremely important, Addy. Don’t let Damon Mallory touch you. Don’t even let him get close to you if you can help it, but no matter what else happens, don’t let him touch you.”

“Why?” Why was he so concerned about Damon Mallory in particular? Why not Oran Tighe?

“Nate has two minutes now,” Gran interrupted us. “My boys will be there in six minutes, Addy.”

“Just keep Damon busy and away from you until then,” Luc instructed. “Okay?”

I nodded. I hugged Gran, shook Mr. Stratton’s hand, and kissed Luc. He grabbed me as I tried to pull away, refusing to let the kiss end.

“Lucas, we’re running out of time,” Mr. Stratton said irritably.

Luc let go of me and helped me up to the edge of the roof.

I took a deep breath and tried not to think about the six lanes of the Golden Gate Bridge that had come rushing up at me the last time I tried this. Instead, I fixed my mind on my target.

Nate.

I hesitated for only a moment.

I’m not Guinevere anymore, I thought to myself. I’m Lancelot.

I stepped off of the edge. When I opened my eyes, I was already well away from the hotel, flying far above the streets of San Francisco with my arms spread like a hawk’s, speeding toward the tiny rotunda in the distance.

——
 

I was too terrified to truly appreciate my first, real flying experience. It was actually very similar to the first part of my jump from the Golden Gate Bridge (the part before I started plummeting toward the ground). The wind screamed through my hair, and I could feel the air beneath me, lifting me up and keeping me hidden inside the low, foggy clouds that had gathered over the city. But the exhilaration I’d felt during my bridge jump was replaced by fear—not of falling to my death, but a much deeper fear that I wouldn’t make it to Nate in time.

I kept my head pointed in the direction I wanted to go, hoping it would act as a rudder and keep me on course. As I tried to keep from thinking about how high up I was, my mind wandered to the kiss I had just shared with Luc on the roof. If those few seconds were our last together—and at that moment, I was almost positive that they were—it was too bad we hadn’t had more privacy. There were so many things I had to say to him, things I hadn’t wanted Gran or Mr. Stratton to hear.

Then again, I was going to be dead in a few minutes; what’s a little embarrassment compared to that? I should have just said what I wanted and not worried about what they thought.

As my thoughts wandered I found myself dipping down, closer and closer to the tops of the buildings that stood between me and my destination. I ripped my thoughts away from Luc and placed them firmly on Nate. Refocused, I soared upward again, but as soon as I was safely tucked inside the clouds, I spotted the Palace of Fine Arts just below me.

I tried to bring myself down gradually and slow to a landable speed. But it soon became obvious I hadn’t started my decent soon enough. I was going to overshoot the rotunda. Rather than do that—Nate’s time had to be running dangerously low by now—I let myself fall when I was directly over the spot I was aiming for.

I tumbled out of the sky, crash landing right on target and twisting around at the last second so as not to impale myself on the giant pole sticking up right in front of the rotunda entrance. At the base of the pole was a pile of wood and small, dry sticks.

The stake.

Normally, something as out of place as an execution stake in the middle of San Francisco would have captured my full attention, but not right then. As I climbed painfully to my feet, Damon Mallory came forward to meet me. And one look at his face was all it took for me to realize how wrong Mr. Stratton had been when he said the Others had not really been expecting me to show up.

Damon Mallory did not look the least bit surprised to see me.
  

19

——


Handshake
 

DAMON MALLORY’S FRIGID BLUE EYES looked away from me to examine the pocket watch in his graceful right hand. “Twenty-two seconds to spare,” he remarked, clicking down one of the buttons on the top of the watch. “Well done.” He turned to look behind him; next to the stake, not tied to it but very close, was Nate. He was still bound up in the strange, Annorasi-silver rope, his eyes frantic.

“Fear not, Mr. Whitting,” Mr. Mallory said pleasantly. “It seems your dearest friend has decided to trade herself for you.”

Nate began shouting furiously, but it all came out as muffled groans. A bit of the Annorasi rope was now tied securely over his mouth.

Standing beside Nate, Oran Tighe patted his prisoner companionably on the shoulder. “We’ll catch you next time, mate,” he promised. It was the first time I’d ever heard him speak; his voice was high and squeaky, like a small girl’s. If it hadn’t been for the long, silver knife in his hand, which came perilously close to Nate’s exposed neck with each of Oran’s erratic movements, I might have laughed at him.

Behind Nate and Oran were four of the Council’s gray-suited guards; the one closest to the stake held a burning torch. The wind was whipping the healthy flame and it seemed to want to jump toward the pile of kindling at the base of the stake.

Not yet, I thought to myself.

I hoped, once this was all over, that someone on my side would think to tell the Council their trusted guards were working for the Others.

“It’s that simple?” I asked suspiciously as Nate continued to fight uselessly against the magic bonds holding him. I wondered if they’d told him anything, or if he still had no idea what was going on.

“Of course.” Damon Mallory seemed surprised by my question. “What did you think we were going to do—kill him anyway? There’s only room on that stake for one, and it was never him we were after. I only brought him into this as a bit of insurance, in case things didn’t go our way in front of the Council today.”

“In case Mr. Stratton mopped the floor with you,” I threw at him, shocked at my own gall. “Which he did, by the way.”

Damon Mallory’s eyes narrowed. “Hardly,” he said, replacing the pocket watch in his suit pocket and seating himself down on the steps that led underneath the giant dome behind him. “Actually, my dear, I do have a few things I’d like to say to you before I release your friend and we get on with things.”

“Be my guest,” I told him, trying not to sound too relieved that apparently Mr. Stratton had been correct about Damon Mallory’s need to give speeches. I didn’t dare look at my watch, but I estimated at least two minutes must have elapsed between my jump from the roof and right now. That meant I had about four minutes before Gran’s boys showed up. I just had to keep him talking.

Four minutes. Suddenly that seemed like an interminably long time. I glanced around the park, not knowing what I was looking for, hoping I would find some kind of help. But the only people I could see were a group of school children on the far side of the park, probably bound for the Exploratorium. The children were too far away to see us clearly; anyone who came closer would probably just assume we were putting on some sort of bizarre street performance. It was at least theoretically possible that the police might show up, in response to the open flame and the gagged-and-bound teenager, but I wasn’t actually sure what Damon Mallory would do in that instance, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out.

In any case, I couldn’t ask for any human’s help without dooming that person.

Damon Mallory settled himself more comfortably on the stairs. I stayed where I was, about ten paces in front of him. Nate, guarded by Oran, was several feet to my left, and the four guards were behind them. I couldn’t even look at the stake.

“There are two possible explanations for your being here right now,” Damon began in the same rich, authoritative voice he’d used before the Council earlier that day. “The first is that your protectors forbid you from trading yourself for Mr. Whitting, but you somehow managed to elude them and accept my invitation anyway.” He paused and gave me a deeply cynical look. “But given that you’re tainted with so much . . . humanity . . . I find that highly unlikely. The Strattons may be a bit dim, but I’m sure they’re more than capable of restraining a half blood human if they put their minds to it.”

“You can think whatever you like,” I informed him, crossing my arms over my chest.

“The second explanation for your presence,” he went on as though I hadn’t even spoken, “is that your protectors willingly allowed you to come, perhaps as part of some desperate plan of theirs to rescue your friend and recover you at the same time. That seems far more likely.”

I watched him sit there, grinning at his own brilliance. I never in my life had the urge to punch someone as much as I wanted to punch Damon Mallory right then.

“So?” I challenged him. “What does any of that matter?”

He continued to grin. “Don’t you see? Don’t you see what it means that they allowed you to come here? That all of them—the woman you believed for years to be your grandmother, your young Guardian who I’m sure by now you have developed some sort of sick attachment to—that all these people agreed to let you offer yourself up as bait? To put yourself at risk?”

I frowned, and this seemed to spur him onward. Three minutes now—it couldn’t be more than three minutes.

“Have you ever loved anyone Addison Prescott? And I don’t mean your puppy-dog feelings for your Guardian—I mean really, truly loved someone? A pity. If you had, then you’d understand that if any of those people truly loved you, you wouldn’t be here right now.”

I said nothing; I stared down at his shiny, tasseled shoes rather than look at his face. It was easier that way to picture his words simply washing over me, spilling away behind me. I wasn’t going to let Damon Mallory, or a single one of his words, inside of my head.

“It’s very important to me that you take this to heart in the few moments of life you have left. I also feel the need to tell you that, in spite of what you may have been told, I was not the one who killed your parents. You have Oran to thank for that, I’m afraid.”

I stiffened as unwelcome thoughts forced themselves into my mind. How had Oran done it? Had he set the house on fire, catching them unaware in their bed? Or had the fire just been a cover for what he did to them before . . .

Stop it, I ordered myself sternly. Don’t let his words into your head. Endure them for just a bit longer, and then you can forget everything you heard here today.

In spite of myself, I risked a glance over at Oran Tighe. He was taunting Nate by waving the silver knife in front of his face. The guard holding the torch was still struggling to keep the flame from engulfing the stake before it was time.

Damon Mallory coughed subtly to regain my full attention. “I deeply regret I couldn’t be there that night. I really do. Not only because I almost certainly would have noticed you were not with your parents that evening—as Oran did not, until much later, when you’d already vanished. I also would have had the opportunity to prolong the event a little bit. Oran is an efficient killer, but he has absolutely no flair.”

Oran grinned over at Damon. Did he think he had just been given a compliment?

Two minutes now—it couldn’t be much more than that.

“I’ve tried to picture your parents’ death in my head. Every moment, every detail. Even though I wasn’t present to witness the event with my own eyes, I always believed simply knowing they were dead would be a profoundly satisfying thing for me—can you imagine my disappointment at discovering I was wrong about that?”

My eyes snapped up to his. What was he saying? That he regretted sending Oran to kill my parents? He hadn’t said it in so many words, but somehow I knew Oran had done it on Mallory’s orders. Did he somehow regret giving that order?

Or was this more play acting, like the false remorse he had tried to conjure up this morning about bringing me before the Council? Once again, I was bothered by the familiar way he spoke about my parents—how had he known them?

His blue eyes gave me no answers; they smiled cruelly at me, now that they had me locked in their icy stare.

“Your parents got off far too easily. They died quickly without being taken to task for what they’d done. Imagine my despair when I realized I’d missed my chance to make them pay. I thought all was lost. But then—” his smile widened—“then I discovered you. Now I have my chance again, not just to kill you for what you are—an unnatural defilement of Annorasi blood—but to totally and utterly destroy the last living relative of Rosabel Stirling.”

Damon Mallory stood, still holding me absolutely still with his eyes.

“When you die, you’ll be in pain, of course. But I won’t let you go until I’m satisfied that there is not one bit of you left that does not profoundly regret the day your parents met. And we’ll start with this—why do I care so much to point out to you that you’re here because the people you care for the most let you come to me? Because I want you to think about that at the very last moment of your life—I want you to think about how none of those people have ever, could ever, care about you in the way you hope for, because you are not fully one of them.”

I ripped my eyes away from his, but it was already too late. I no longer cared how much time I had before Gran’s boys showed up. I no longer cared what the odds were that they’d be able to rescue me, or Nate. I was numb.

And he wasn’t finished.

“Don’t you see? It would have been better for everyone if you’d never existed at all. Do you really believe even your greatest protectors won’t breathe a sigh of relief after they find out I’ve killed you? They will be relieved, I promise you that. It’ll be better for everyone when you are gone.”

A muffled yell burst from Nate. For a moment, Damon Mallory’s words were gone from my head, replaced with the horrific thought that Oran Tighe had gone too far with his knife.

Nate, a voice inside my head reminded me. You came here for Nate.

I looked up at Damon Mallory. “Let my friend go. You said you would.”

“So I did.” Damon Mallory crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m wondering if I shouldn’t rethink that now.”

“We had a deal,” I protested. “We made a trade, remember?”

“I don’t recall us shaking hands on it, do you?”

Don’t let him touch you! Luc’s voice was shouting in my head.

Luc had not had time to explain what he meant by that, but even in my head I could hear the urgency in his voice. It scared me, but not nearly as much as the idea that Nate was running out of time.

I had lost track of how long I had before Gran’s boys showed up. Even a minute would be too much now—a few more seconds, and Damon would give Oran a signal, and Oran, efficient killer that he was, would . . .

I walked forward, holding out my right hand to Damon Mallory. “We’ll shake on it now,” I offered. “Me for him. Deal?”

Damon Mallory looked down at my outstretched hand and slowly reached out to extend his own.

Luc’s voice screamed in my head as my fingers closed around Damon Mallory’s cold, clammy palm. Don’t let him touch you!

Pain, such as I had never felt in my life, engulfed my entire body. I fell to my knees and tried to wrench my hand away, but Damon Mallory closed his grip on my fingers and brought his left hand over his right, sending yet another wave of agony down my arm. The pain went through me like a lightening bolt, then looped back around and shot through me once again, circling around and around me, gaining strength each time it left me and returned.

I heard myself scream as I fell forward onto the ground, scraping my front against the concrete. My right hand was still clasped between Damon Mallory’s palms, and he dragged me over until I was right in front of Nate. I could hear him screaming too, still bound in the Annorasi rope, and I prayed suddenly he was screaming for me and not because Damon Mallory had set Oran free with his knife.

Abruptly, the pain stopped.

I knew only that Damon Mallory must have dropped my hand, because suddenly I was face down on the ground. I raised my head up, wincing at every small movement, and saw a flurry of activity out of the corner of one eye.

Gran’s boys.

Damon Mallory had seen them coming and was somehow already over on the opposite side of the rotunda. Oran Tighe stood midway between Damon and me, fingering his knife and looking longingly over his shoulder at Nate, clearly wondering if he had time to finish the job before Gran’s boys could nab him. Grinning, he started back toward us at a run.

I glanced up at Nate; his eyes were huge behind the ropes that bound him. He couldn’t move, could only watch Oran come toward him, knife at the ready.

“No!” I heard myself scream.

Painfully, so painfully that I groaned audibly and felt a wave of dizziness pass over my head, I picked myself up off the floor and lunged at Nate. He fell backward like a marble column, arms bound at his sides, unable to bend and break his fall. His head hit the ground with a painful-sounding smack, and I threw myself over him, putting myself between him and Oran.

I closed my eyes, expecting to feel Oran collide into us at any moment.

But it never happened.

I counted three seconds before opening my eyes and risking a glance behind me. Luc stood over Oran, who was splayed out beneath him on the ground. Three of the four gray-suited guards were closing in on Luc; the fourth was over by Damon Mallory, fighting off Gran’s boys.

Two more figures dropped out of the sky, each landing on one of the guards around Luc. The guard Gran hit lay perfectly still beneath her feet, and Mr. Stratton made short work of his with a well-aimed punch. Luc stepped off of Oran and a flash of silver hurtled from his palm, catching a third guard in the chest and knocking him to the ground.

When Luc turned around, Oran had already gotten to his feet and flown to the other side of the rotunda, knocking one of Gran’s boys aside. He and Damon Mallory jumped up in unison and soared upward, disappearing into the clouds, leaving the fourth guard to the mercies of Gran’s boys.

Luc peeled me off of Nate and hugged me so tightly my battered muscles screamed. But I didn’t care. I threw my arms around him and buried my face in his neck. After a moment he pulled my face up to his and kissed my forehead, my cheeks, and, finally, my lips.

“I’m never letting you go again,” he vowed, pulling me close again. “Never—not for a single minute, no matter what you say.”

“Fine with me.” I nestled my head into his shoulder and tucked both of my arms securely around the middle of his back. “I’ll just stay right here, if that’s okay with you.”

“Perfect.”

A second later though, I raised my head up to look over his shoulder to where Mr. Stratton was stamping out the flames from the torch one of the guards had dropped. When he was done, he went over to Gran, who was kneeling beside Nate.

“Is he okay?” I asked. I could hear frustrated mumbling sounds coming from him, so I knew he must be.

“He’s fine,” Gran assured me. “Trussed up better than a ham, but fine.”

After a bit of a struggle, Mr. Stratton managed to untie the ropes around Nate’s torso, allowing him to sit up. Gran ripped away the silver material covering his mouth.

“Wow,” Nate said, stretching the muscles in his jaw and making strange, contorted facial expressions as he checked to see if his mouth still worked. He looked around at all of us, doing a double take as Gran’s ten warriors lined up behind her. “Someone has got to explain all of this to me.”
  

EPILOGUE

——


One Month Later
 

“ADDY!”

I gasped. Only a last-second grab at the second-story railing kept me from losing my balance and falling headfirst into the living room. “Gran!” I protested, watching the long string of green tinsel—which I’d been attempting to loop decoratively around the railing—flutter to the ground at her feet.

Gran, hands on hips, glared up at me sternly. “Shouldn’t you have finished that by now? They’ll be here any minute!”

I hid a grin. Her tone was nothing to smile at, but I’d just noticed the tiny reindeers dancing along the front of her apron.

Someone had certainly come a long way since her first reaction to my suggestion that we have a holiday party at our house this year (“Oh Addy! Haven’t you put an old woman through enough lately?”). It took me a week of hard work just to get her to allow me to put up a “a few tasteful decorations, just in case we do decide to have the party.”

Admittedly, I went just a tad overboard after Gran finally gave me the green light. But everything holiday-ish at Party Central had been so fun and festive (and cheap! My god, who knew you could get a string of five hundred twinkle lights for only $3.99?) that, in the end, I hadn’t been able to stop at the wreath, a few bunches of holly, and maybe a few stockings we had discussed. Luc, Nate, Olivia, and I filled up three shopping carts (well, Olivia and I did—Luc and Nate mostly just watched us, slightly wide-eyed, while they tried to keep out of our way), and the entire downstairs of the house was now virtually unrecognizable.

The first thing I did was shove the couch aside so the Christmas tree could have the prime position in the front window. If you squinted really hard from the street, through the vines growing over the front of the house, you could just make out the dozens of silver balls Olivia and I bought to decorate the tree with. I actually dragged her to several stores before I was able to find the exact color silver from the Annorasi world (I’d told her I was trying to match the menorah we bought).

Said menorah, with its eight blue candles, was now on the mantle. I had (temporarily) cleared the dusty surface of all of Gran’s knickknacks and figurines to make room for it, and also for the giant yule log and the wooden candleholder I’d assumed, when we first happened upon it at the store, was another menorah, until Olivia cleverly pointed out that it held only seven candles. A passing store employee explained it was actually a kinara, and it was traditionally used for Kwanzaa celebrations. Since I’d never celebrated any sort of winter holiday before, I figured it couldn’t hurt to try them all at once; the kinara went into the cart with everything else. It now held three red candles, three green ones, and one black.

Hanging from the rather crowded mantle were thirteen red and white stockings; one for me, one for Gran, one for Luc, and one for each of Gran’s boys. I’d meticulously added each person’s name to a stocking with gold glitter puff paint—the result was sparkly and surprisingly elegant, I think. A smaller stocking hung at the end of the row; there wasn’t enough room to write Rialto’s name on it, so I drew a cat face, complete with whiskers. I figured Santa would be able to figure it out (especially given that Santa was most likely going to be me).

Other than that, I just added a few little things to make the room festive: a candy-cane candle here, a peek-a-boo Santa there, a few strings of holly and green tinsel twisted around the stairwell, and a few bunches of mistletoe hanging wherever I thought it might be possible to corner Luc.

After seeing Gran’s horror-stricken expression the first time she walked into the room, I had a moment of mild concern that I might have gone too far. But, in the end, it only took her a few days to stop shuddering every time she passed by the mantle. A few days after that, I knew for sure I’d been forgiven—and that the party was officially on—when I found her in the kitchen pouring over recipe books and muttering to herself about how big of a turkey she would need in order to feed the twenty people on the “sample guest list” I gave her.

And look at her now—ordering me around and wearing a reindeer apron I had no memory of buying. I was bursting with pride.

“Where’s Luc?” Gran asked.

I pointed to the front yard as I came down the stairs (I walked down—how very human of me). “Testing out the lights—it rained a little bit last night, so he was worried about some of them shorting out.”

In his own way, Luc had been almost as bah-humbug as Gran in the beginning (apparently the holidays were never that big of a deal at his house, either). But he got into the spirit of things too; he now seemed excessively proud of the display of twinkle lights he’d put up on the front of the house (well, on the vines and things growing on the front of the house). He’d done the whole thing at night, of course, so the neighbors wouldn’t see him flying around. Not that they would have been terribly surprised to see something like that in our front yard . . . Gran’s little Halloween prank on the Derby twins was now neighborhood legend, although thankfully no one actually believed the twins’ story.

Oh yeah—Luc moved in with us the day after we came home from San Francisco. He apparently thought returning to his own house every night just after ten o’clock conflicted with the promise he’d made me immediately after my confrontation with Damon Mallory. How he managed to convince Gran I needed my Guardian by my side at all times, even in the house where I already had Gran and her ten boys, is a total mystery to me, although I do know their final agreement included many conditions—including that his room be on a different floor from mine and that from now on we’d both be sleeping with a pair of burly warriors outside of our respective doors. Maybe she figured with Damon Mallory, Oran Tighe, and the rest of the Others still out there somewhere, we really couldn’t be too careful.

My memories of my conversation with Damon Mallory still haunted me—I never told Luc exactly what he’d said to me, at least not the part about my loved ones allowing me to face him alone because they all secretly wanted to be rid of me. I knew Luc had already tortured himself enough about letting me fly off the roof that day—although, as I told him repeatedly, it had been my choice to go, not his.

It had been Mr. Stratton who finally explained why my handshake with Damon Mallory had nearly killed me. He’d said, “It’s his ability—one of them, anyway. When Damon Mallory touches someone, that person feels all the pain they’ve ever felt in their entire life—physical, mental, emotional, every kind of pain. You feel it all at once the second any part of his flesh makes contact with yours.”

“The interesting thing, though,” he had continued, “is that Damon Mallory’s ability only works on the Annorasi—his touch doesn’t have the same effect on humans. So you can take comfort in the fact that when he shook your hand, it must have been at least a little bit painful for him to see you respond in the same way a full-blooded Annorasi would have. I’m sure he would have liked nothing more than to be able to give the Council yet another reason you aren’t Annorasi enough.”

Mr. Stratton had a point there, but he hadn’t seen Damon Mallory’s face, hadn’t seen how joyful he had looked knowing he was causing me pain.

Had I really experienced all of that pain at various points in my life? That was pretty hard to believe. Over the past month, I’d woken up in the middle of the night more than once with a perfect memory of exactly how torturous the few moments I touched Damon Mallory’s hand had been. How could all of that have happened to me over seventeen relatively happy years?

That wasn’t the only question left in my head. I had yet to summon the courage to ask anybody—Luc, Gran, or Mr. Stratton—about Damon Mallory’s relationship to my parents and to my grandmother. Luc had told me once that that was a story for another time—I wasn’t ready for that time to be now. Not yet.

I was saved from my decidedly unfestive thoughts by Luc coming back in through the front door.

“The lights are all working!” he announced. “They look great—come see!”

A loud ding sounded from the kitchen, and Gran’s eyes widened. “My turkey!” she exclaimed, dashing to rescue it from the oven before it managed to overcook itself by even a minute. Gran was nothing if not a perfectionist, especially when it came to her food.

“I want to see,” I told Luc.

It was dark outside. Luc positioned me in the middle of the front lawn (front field, really, as the tall blades of grass came up almost to my knees), then dashed around the side of the house to plug in the network of extension cords he’d devised to bring power to the lights.

“Ready?” he called.

“Ready!” I yelled back.

Nothing happened for a very long second—then thousands of tiny pinpricks of light burst into view, all intertwined with the leafy foliage on the outside of the house. It looked like thousands of fireflies had moved in, especially when the lights began to twinkle.

“Do you like it?” Luc asked, suddenly by my side again.

“It’s perfect. But how did you do it? All of those lightbulbs . . . ”

Luc pointed to a plastic box near the front stoop; it was near to overflowing with dead bulbs—some of them shattered, some of them burned to a crisp. “There were a few casualties,” he admitted with a grin. “But I’m getting better all the time.”

He looked so proud of himself; I kissed him solidly on the lips. When I finally let him go, he gestured to the lights again.

“Lift the veil,” he suggested.

I concentrated on the front of the house. It only took a second for the veil to lift (I was getting much, much better at that), and when I saw the house through my Annorasi eyes, I started to laugh.

Instead of thousands of fireflies, there were now hundreds of fist-sized silver sparklers, spinning around and emitting showers of sparks, just like fireworks.

I kept laughing and staring at the beautiful sight in front of me until I felt Luc’s hand on my cheek.

“That’s the look,” he said, pressing his lips to my temple, and turning me away from the house so that I was facing him. “As long as I live, I will never get tired of that.”

“Good.” I put my arms around him. “You’d better not get tired of me!”

I felt his laughter rumble deep in his chest, against my cheek.

“Not a chance,” he assured me.

Car headlights, turning into our driveway, interrupted our moment. Nate and his parents got out of the car, oohing and ahhing over the lights as they did. Gran came outside and led Mr. and Mrs. Whitting into the house, and Nate walked over to join Luc and me on the lawn.

“I can’t believe I’m finally going to see the inside of your house!” Nate enthused, practically bouncing on the soles of his shoes. When he was even with us, he gestured up at the lights. “That your handiwork, Luc?”

“It is,” Luc said proudly, still hugging me around the waist.

Nate let out a whistle of approval, then looked over at us suspiciously. “You two aren’t seeing the same thing I am, are you? You’re looking at something Annorasi-ish right now, I bet.”

I giggled.

After we’d finally managed to get Nate out of the Palace of Fine Arts in one piece, Luc and I sat him down in the living room of Mr. Stratton’s house and told him everything. He was a bit shocked at first (to say the least), to learn my made-up fantasy stories were actually real. But, rather like it had been with me, the shock was balanced out by the happy knowledge that he was not losing his mind (which he’d been starting to worry about).

“You always have to one-up me, don’t you?” he teased me later. “The second I finally find the courage to come out, you take that same moment to announce you’re a freaky half-breed with magical powers. Can’t I ever be the one who has the news?”

Back on the lawn, I laughed at his “Annorasi-ish” comment and reached out to give him a hug. As I did, I heard the distinct sound of paper crumpling inside his jacket pocket. I pulled away from him. “Are you still carrying that thing around?” I demanded.

Nate shrugged, pulling a thick, off-white piece of paper halfway out of his pocket. I thought I saw him breathe a small sigh of relief to see it was still there. “Hey,” he said defensively, “if you’d had the charming experience of two dudes in gray suits bursting into your bedroom in the middle of night and dragging you off to who knows where, you’d be carrying your get-out-of-jail-free card around with you, too.”

The piece of paper, addressed to Nate, had arrived at Mr. Stratton’s house two days after my meeting with the Council. It said:
 

Upon reconsideration of the matter, and in light of recent events, the Council hereby declares the sentence pronounced against Nathan Anthony Whitting in November of this year to be suspended indefinitely.


No further action will be taken against Mr. Whitting, by this body or by any other in the Annorasi world, so long as he proves himself to be a discreet and steadfast keeper of the honorable secrets to which he has become privy.


By “recent events,” the Council could only have meant the fact that Damon Mallory and Oran Tighe had decided to try to execute Nate in a public place in the middle of San Francisco, rather than obey the Council’s order to bring him outside of the city. One of the nuances of Law Thirty-Seven, Mr. Stratton had explained, was that you only got one opportunity to execute someone condemned under it. If you blow it, something similar to the double jeopardy rule kicks in, and the condemned must be set free. At least, that was the proper legal analysis; we couldn’t know for sure exactly what had motivated the Council to grant Nate a reprieve. They rarely explained their reasons for doing anything.

Luc gave Nate a deeply skeptical look. “You really think if the Council decides to come for you again that waving a piece of paper in their faces is going to make a difference?”

Nate shrugged. “Hey, it can’t hurt. Let’s go inside already! I’m dying to see!”

Olivia arrived next, with her parents and a giant plate of Christmas cookies. Gram greeted every guest at the door and steered them so capably toward the punch and the assorted before-dinner goodies she’d laid out you would’ve thought she’d been throwing parties like this for her entire life. She had such a twinkle in her eye as she introduced Nate and Olivia’s families to her ten brawny “nephews” (all of whom wore matching Santa hats) that I knew she was having a wonderful time—maybe this wouldn’t turn out to be both the first and the last holiday party at Gran’s house. Olivia dragged her mother around the living room to see every single one of the decorations she’d helped pick out.

The doorbell rang for the final time that night. Gran showed Mr. Stratton inside, and I took his coat.

“Tamsyn sends her apologies, Edith,” he told Gran. “She’s caught up in some nasty business somewhere, but she hopes to be home sometime around the new year.”

“She sent me a lovely note,” Gran assured him. “Come and have a drink—dinner is almost ready.”

——
 

Hours later, when the party was over and the guests had gone home, I lay on top of my covers, staring at the framed picture of my parents and my grandmother on the nightstand. I couldn’t help but think how the three of them would’ve made a wonderful addition to the crowd of people gathered around Gran’s dining room table that evening. Somehow, they were beginning to feel less like strangers to me, the more I learned about the Annorasi world.

Sighing happily, and groaning only a little bit at how full my stomach was, I turned over, closed my eyes, and dreamed that Luc and I were sitting in our spot atop the Headlands, watching as the fog wrapped itself like giant, twin serpents around the pillars of the Golden Gate Bridge.
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