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      “Evie, we’re leaving.”

      I groaned at the too early wake-up call from my father. His tone left no doubt about what was happening, or when. It was a ten-minute warning that we were moving.

      Again.

      It was becoming an all too familiar occurrence. When it first started—I couldn’t have been more than four or five—we’d move once every two to three years. Now, it was every two to three months.

      I’d learned a long time ago it wasn’t worth arguing with him or pleading to stay where we were. I’d tried it all—tears, tantrums, and even the silent treatment.

      Without fail they all ended the same way; with me strapped into our current vehicle before Dad drove us to a new location. I might have been seventeen, but he wouldn’t hesitate to sling me over his shoulder like a little girl and carry me to the car. Perhaps that would change after my eighteenth birthday, but I didn’t hold onto much hope.

      With another groan, I rolled out of bed before I was fully awake. The instant my feet hit the ground, my body moved of its own accord. After so many moves, midnight or otherwise, I had everything down to an art form.

      I got ready as quickly as I could, stripping off my pajamas and shoving them into the plastic bag filled with my dirty clothes. Then I dressed in the outfit I always had set aside, ready for such an occasion. It consisted entirely of clothes that would make me disappear into the darkness—deep blue jeans, a plain black t-shirt, and a gray hoodie over the top.

      The last item was one Dad insisted on—shouting blue murder at me the first time I’d left my head exposed after I was old enough to get myself prepared for a move. Apparently, he worried that my hair would give us away as he ran from whatever trouble was a step behind. Of course, he refused to let me try to dye it—making up excuse after excuse why it wasn’t a good idea despite his insistence that it was too unusual to stay uncovered.

      I didn’t understand it.

      Then again, I didn’t understand half of Dad’s demands.

      Sure, the color of my hair was a little unusual, but his obsession with covering it never made sense. After all, I was generally able to pass it off as strawberry blonde. It was only up close that its actual color became apparent.

      Colors.

      If someone paid enough attention, they might notice the strands of my hair were more like spun gold and rubies; vibrant yellows and dark crimsons resting side by side rather than blending together the way most people’s did. In the sun, it was striking and reflective. It wasn’t like we ran in the daylight too often though.

      Generally, so long as I kept it tied into a ponytail no one could see its real color. In an act that was as defiant as I dared to be, I cut it as short as I could, leaving it just long enough to tie it back.

      After I’d tied my hair back into a semblance of a ponytail, I slipped the hood over my head to cover it. At least that way I wouldn’t have an argument with Dad before we left. At least not about that.

      I tugged my suitcase out of my closet and pressed the plastic bag with my dirty clothes on top of the contents before zipping it up. All my other clothes were already packed neatly inside.

      “Be ready to go at a moment’s notice.” It was another of Dad’s rules and a habit for me now. I had everything meticulously packed and ready at all times. The only things that ever hung in my closet were school uniforms when they were needed. Such as the prep school Dad had managed to enroll me in when we’d first arrived in town a few months earlier. They insisted on the gray and white wool outfits that were nothing more than itchy symbols of conformity.

      My hand hovered over the hangers that held the monstrosities before I pulled it away again without grabbing the uniforms. It wasn’t like I would need them where I was going. Not that I knew where that might be.

      It hardly mattered.

      Wherever we went, it would be another cookie-cutter school in another nondescript neighborhood. The one certainty was that it would be far away from where we were living until that moment. Far from New Jersey.

      Once everything else was organized, I grabbed a photo frame that had rested on my bedside table—the one and only photo I had of my mother—and slipped it into my backpack. Then, I pulled on my sneakers and deemed myself as ready for the move as I would ever be.

      I dragged my suitcase and backpack downstairs, but Dad was already in the truck, gunning the engine. He’d packed the rest of our belongings that would be making the trip and tossed them into the back of his rusted F150. I threw my suitcase haphazardly onto the pile before fastening the cover.

      The passenger door stood open when I reached that side of the car, Dad waited silently, staring through the windshield at the blank wall in front of him.

      I didn’t announce my arrival, just climbed onto the seat and dragged the seatbelt across my body. The soft snick it made as it clicked into place seemed to rouse Dad from his thoughts. He put the truck into reverse, and we were on our way seconds after I’d settled.

      As he reversed out of the garage, Dad turned to me. “This will be the last time,” he said, before adding in an almost silent voice, “I promise.”

      If only I could believe him.

      They were so similar to the words he’d uttered when we’d moved previously. Only then we’d fled straight after school one day. He insisted I wear a pair of dark sunglasses as well as my trademark hoodie. He’d been unusually cagey during the drive through town in the mid-afternoon sun. At least we had the cover of darkness to help calm his paranoia for now.

      With my forehead on the cold glass, I watched out the window as the miles fell away beneath the wheels. As the buildings of our now-former neighborhood raced past, I considered the people I was leaving behind. Once again, I was being dragged away before I could spend any real time with them. Another few months of stability and I might have been able to call them friends.

      “Evie,” Dad murmured when he deemed we’d covered enough distance to begin talking again.

      I glanced at him briefly but didn’t speak. I’d become used to his running, but that didn’t mean I was happy having to uproot my life once again. There were only a few months left of the school year—what should have been my final year. I didn’t want to have to start the year again, but I doubted any school would allow me to graduate with the disrupted schooling I’d had. Unless Dad faked my records again like he had to get me into the last school.

      He cleared his throat before pointedly looking at the road ahead. “I’m sorry. I thought we’d be safe here.”

      I grunted something non-committal.

      The questions that burned through me whenever this happened began anew, but there was no point asking them. I’d tried everything possible over the years to find out more information, but it was all useless. Dad was a book that was not only closed but sealed, bound in leather, locked in a chest, and buried deep in the earth. It would have been easier to get the answers I needed from a rock.

      During our stay in New Jersey, after I realized Dad wasn’t going to give me any answers, I’d done what I could to find out more myself. I’d used the school computers to research our past. It was almost impossible to find anything. The one thing I could find was a passing mention in a newspaper about Mom’s death as suspicious.

      All of my life, I’d been told that she passed away giving birth to me. I could still recall the way my fingers shook as I found a fresh lead about her, and followed it all the way across the internet. I was glad I’d hidden in the back corner of the computer lab when I found another article talking in detail about her death. The information was still a little sketchy, but it contradicted everything I’d ever been told. It proved Dad had lied to me. The taste of his betrayal had been acrid on my tongue and my eyes had burned with the threat of tears.

      By the time I’d managed to scribble down the details, I was unable to restrain the wet drops.

      I went home blazing with anger and determined to push Dad for answers. I needed to know why he hadn’t told me the truth and what else he was hiding. When I confronted him about it, he responded calmly at first, telling me that I was wrong. He said Mom had died giving birth to me and what I’d read was the lie.

      I refused to accept any more of his lies. It had quickly escalated into the longest, loudest fight we’d ever had. Dad refused to give me any further explanation, expecting me to simply be satisfied with his answers. He thought I would accept his word as law, just as I had when I was a little girl. But I wasn’t a little girl anymore.

      When I continued to push for information, he became angry at first. We shouted at each other and said things neither of us really meant. Then he had grown silent, and that was so much worse. He’d bowed his head in defeat and begged me to trust him, whispering that all he wanted was to keep me safe. I refused to believe him until later that night when I’d heard him crying and pleading with some unknown entity to watch over me.

      I resolved to never push him so far again. Even though I didn’t always like the hardened man he’d become, witnessing his vulnerability was so much worse. It wasn’t that I wanted to let the issue go, I just couldn’t stand hurting him further.

      His lies burned within me, but I couldn’t turn my back on him either. I may not have known who we were running from or why, but one certainty was that Dad looked out for my safety above anything else. Whatever he’d done or said, it had been for my protection. Or perhaps his own sanity. He might not have been the perfect man, but he was still my Dad. The man who’d raised me and loved me.

      Besides, we’d had some fun time, even if they were hard to remember during the tougher moments.

      I thought back to the life we’d shared before we were on the road. To the time when I’d had a normal childhood. Back when I was happy. It was a distant memory, but a fond one.

      Dad had been different then; I guess we both had. He’d smiled frequently and used to tell me stories about Mom and him. Our relationship hadn’t been overrun with awkward silences and half-conversations. I missed that life. So many little things had become the catalyst for an ever-increasing distance between us. Too many secrets and lies, new houses and first days of school.

      Even his appearance was different now. He’d always been tall and almost lanky, but now there was a hardness to him that came from years on the run. His rich chocolate hair had once risen from his head in an unruly mess that somehow seemed perfectly styled, no matter how little effort he put into it. Now it hung lank and dirty, tipping down over his forehead as if—like me—it was tired of the constant running.

      The light that used to shine from his brown eyes had dimmed to the point where it was almost non-existent. Looking at him as he concentrated on the road ahead, it was hard to see any trace of the man I’d once admired. There wasn’t much left of him inside the hardened shell.

      I pressed my forehead against the window beside me and resigned myself to the fact that I was once again on the road to an unknown destination. It wouldn’t have surprised me if Dad didn’t even know where he was going yet.

      He’d be formulating a plan though.

      “I’m just trying to keep you safe.” His voice was tight as he tried to reassure me. Even as he spoke, his hands tightened around the steering wheel. His fingers twisting the plastic in a death grip, and his knuckles white where the bones strained against his pale skin. “I can’t lose you like . . . I-I just can’t lose you.”

      He was rarely so vocal with his emotions. It was enough to make me ignore the little voice that insisted I wouldn’t get any answers and decide to push him. I still longed for some information, and I would get it any way I could. “Maybe it would be easier if I knew who you were keeping me safe from?” I offered.

      “Maybe . . .” he said with a quiet thoughtfulness before tightening his hold even further, twisting the steering wheel as if it was trying to leap from his hands.

      My heart beat a little faster, praying that I might finally get the answers I’d been seeking for so long. At least he hadn’t outright refused to talk about it, and that was a vast improvement over all of our previous conversations.

      I leaned forward expectantly. Hope strangled me, stealing my breath and my voice. Just as I thought he might have been about to say more, he sighed and looked away from me. It was a refusal. He wasn’t going to be spilling his secrets today.

      “Just sleep,” he murmured as if to confirm my thoughts. “I’ll wake you when we stop.”

      I nodded before reclining the seat. My mind wouldn’t stop turning over with the thousands of possible scenarios that led to our constant upheaval. My theories ranged wildly. The strongest reason was something to do with Mom’s death. I’d even considered the idea he might have killed her. As fast as the thought had appeared, it left. He wasn’t the type. Of course, that left me right back at the beginning.

      Other theories abounded, especially in my darkest moments. Perhaps Dad was running from the FBI. Or maybe he was fleeing from mobsters. Maybe he’d been part of some Special Ops division and had knowledge that put us both in danger. A range of ideas inspired by whatever Hollywood blockbuster I’d most recently seen. All I knew for sure was that whatever we were running from apparently had something to do with Dad’s past.

      I had even considered whether my father was some sort of criminal. If he hadn’t been at first, he certainly was now. I didn’t ask for the details, but living life on the lam required some less than legal activities. He hadn’t had a job in years, at least not to my knowledge. Whatever he’d done to keep us fed and clothed, moving, and safe, just added to the secrets he kept hidden from me. For my “own good.”

      Eventually, I nodded off to sleep, only to be woken again shortly before dawn to get something to eat and drink. I was already getting antsy being on the road, but we had a long way ahead of us. I wondered what most ordinary people did on road trips. They certainly looked and sounded more fun in movies and TV shows than mine had ever been. About the only interesting thing I ever did was write down the license plate numbers of cars which were acting in a way that Dad deemed suspicious.

      After another four hours of driving, we stopped again. Dad grabbed my cell phone from me and left me alone with the car. Although I knew the drill, I wasn’t excited to have to set everything up from scratch after he destroyed my cell and purchased a new one. At least it would give me something to keep me entertained for a few minutes. Dad returned almost an hour later with a fresh prepaid cell in hand.

      “We’re going to keep heading north tonight,” Dad said after we’d had something to eat.

      As if it mattered.

      It was just his way of ensuring we hadn’t been followed. He would travel as far as he dared in one direction before doubling back; with me watching out for any cars with license plate numbers from our list.

      It took us almost a week of navigating the country, stopping in cheap motels only long enough for Dad to get a few hours sleep before he was finally satisfied we’d eluded whomever he believed was chasing us.

      Finding a new town was easy enough. Dad’s criteria were quite simple really. Besides the obvious one—that we’d never lived there before—the town just had to be big enough for us to blend into the masses but small enough to not have twenty-four-hour traffic jams.

      Eventually, as we sat in a dingy coffee shop, lost in our own thoughts, he announced a suburb in Columbus, Ohio, as a possibility. He read out all of the things he deemed to be advantages.

      “What do you think?” he asked after he finished, beaming with pride.

      As if he’d actually listen to me if I said no.

      I shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter, does it?”

      He squeezed his eyes shut. “Evie, please don’t make this harder than it already is.”

      I tried to smile but was positive it looked more like a grimace. “I’m not trying to be difficult.” I just don’t care. It’s another meaningless town in a list of towns we’ve lived that’s already too long.

      Once it was resolved that we’d soon be calling Columbus home, we got back on the road. We stayed in yet another cheap motel while Dad worked whatever magic he did to create new identities and paper trails for the two of us. It would have been easier for us to stay off the grid entirely, but Dad wanted to ensure I had a proper education. I tried to argue that an education as disrupted as mine wasn’t much better than none at all, but he waved me off.

      After the paperwork was in order, it was just a matter of lining up a house for us. Just like everything else in our new life, it needed to be nondescript. It seemed like that was one of the words that best described my life since we’d started moving so often. Another would be boring. And lonely.

      Most people would be jealous of how many states I’d seen on my travels, but it was all meaningless. After all, I couldn’t tell anyone about them. What was the point of adventures when you couldn’t share the experiences with friends? Many people would assume being on the run was thrilling, but in reality, it was anything but. Any sense of fear or excitement I’d had at being woken in the middle of the night or whisked away during a school day had long worn off. The first time it had happened, my heart had raced, and I’d struggled to contain the adrenaline coursing through my body, but now there was nothing. No emotions at all. I was calm and collected in the face of every move. That fact alone scared me.

      I longed for someone to talk to. I couldn’t tell Dad everything I worried about. Mostly because it was about him. Sometimes, late at night when I was the most alone and vulnerable, I wondered whether anyone was even chasing us at all. It was usually about then that I would Google “paranoia” on my cell.

      Dad easily fit most of the criteria. It had occurred to me that I could say something about our life to one of my many school teachers or counselors, but I couldn’t bring myself to betray my father like that. Even if he was paranoid—a liar, and a criminal—he was still my dad, and I needed him. We needed each other. Nothing was going to change that. It mightn’t have been the thing most teenagers would do, but I wasn’t most teenagers. I didn’t have that luxury.

      Finally, after a couple of days in the motel, everything was arranged, and we were back on the road for our final stretch. I looked forward to the fact that in a little over a day I’d be back among civilization in an actual house. I suppressed a smile as I thought about having a proper routine once again. Sleeping in the same bed night after night, for as long as it lasted. Appreciating the little things in life was the one good thing that came out of a life on the run.
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        * * *

      

      WE DROVE up the driveway to a single story white house. The first thing I saw was the wide garage door, complete with picturesque cut-outs high on the white expanse. The rest of the house was hidden, tucked away from the main road by a row of tall trees. I had no doubt Dad would soon make sure that the road was visible from at least one room in the house. Then he would spend the majority of his time in that room.

      I pushed that concern aside. It was a cute little house, and I hoped it would be the perfect place to start the rest of my life. A new resolution began to seep through me with a renewed desire to finally live my life free of constant upheaval. In a couple of months, I would be eighteen. After that, I could refuse to move. There would be nothing Dad could do to stop me from staying. I could only hope Dad would understand if—when—it came to that. After all, he was the one who’d sworn it would be the last time. I was just determined to make him keep that promise.
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      “Evelyn Meyers?”

      Here we go again.

      Arranging my face into a forced smile, I headed to stand near the teacher’s desk. I’d endured the process of starting a new school often enough in the last two years that I had the etiquette and expectations down to an art form. Some teachers were better than others and didn’t make new students put themselves on display like some freak in a show. Unfortunately, this teacher clearly believed in introductions.

      As I walked, Dad’s voice rang in my ears with each step. “Give them enough that they won’t ask questions, but not so much that they can catch you in a lie.”

      It wasn’t worth reminding him that I didn’t know enough to lie.

      “Evelyn, it’s lovely to have you in our school.” The teacher had already blended together with all the others I’d had—tall, brunette, thick-rimmed glasses, pleasant-enough nature. “Why don’t you tell the class a little about yourself?”

      Trying to ensure my smile wasn’t a grimace, I turned to the other students. With the number of times I’d had to introduce myself in the past, it should have been the simplest thing in the world. The same worn-out speech should have fallen readily from my lips, but somehow the words stuck to my tongue instead.

      Although I wanted to say, “My name is Evelyn, but you can call me Evie. I just moved here from New Jersey, and I’m looking forward to finishing the school year here.” All I managed to say was, “It’s, uh, just Evie and umm . . . I just, err, moved from . . . Ah, from . . .”

      My mind drew a blank as I thought of the many towns we’d lived in over the years—twenty-six at last count. I stared at the other students, hoping to see the words I needed printed on someone’s forehead. If I couldn’t have that, the next best thing would be for the floor to open up and swallow me whole.

      “Is she stupid or something?” A girl sitting at the desk across the aisle, diagonally behind where I’d been seated, stage-whispered the words to her neighbor.

      I glanced toward the teacher, who appeared oblivious to the comment.

      A titter ran through the class at the blonde’s question. The girl, with her rounded face, pink lips, and dirty blonde hair, looked like a homecoming queen contender. Her blue eyes were piercing, and everything about her was flawless. Her hair was parted sharply in the middle and pulled into two tight braids, one on either side of her head. Both the girl and her neighbor each gave me an overly sweet smile when they noticed me staring in their direction.

      Another of Dad’s often repeated statements echoed in my mind. “Don’t make enemies. It only gains unwanted attention.”

      But he’d never faced the first day at a new high school over and over.

      “Louise!” a dark-haired boy, sitting in front of the girl with the braids, hissed at her.

      She glared at the back of his head before returning to stare at me with narrowed eyes.

      As if the words were written in her icy gaze, my mind chose that moment to offer up the information it had hidden from me earlier.

      “From New Jersey,” I finished off lamely, before slinking back to my seat as the teacher thanked me.

      Once I was settled again, the boy beside me leaned over conspiratorially. As he did, a gold chain and pendant swung loose from beneath his shirt. Dark eyes appraised me carefully as he tucked the chain away.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve moved around a lot too,” he whispered.

      Before I could ask how he’d guessed that I’d moved a lot, he beat me to the punch.

      “I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve forgotten where I’d just come from,” he explained. He seemed friendly enough as he watched my reaction with a small, knowing smirk on his lips.

      My mouth curled into an easy smile, my first genuine one in almost two weeks.

      In return, his grin grew. “I’m Clay,” he said, dragging his hand through his dark, shaggy hair. As his gaze focused on me again, I saw that his eyes, which had appeared almost black at first, were actually a very dark brown. “Consider me your welcoming committee into this madhouse.”

      “Is it really that bad?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      He shook his head and laughed. “Nah, not really. No worse than anywhere else I’ve been. I went to this one school where the principal would shout at everyone through the PA for ten minutes at the start of every day.”

      He laughed again, and I smiled wider. There was something about him that simultaneously put me at ease and piqued my curiosity.

      I wanted to ask why he’d moved around so much, but I couldn’t. If I did, it would open myself up to needing to answer the same question. There was no way I could explain anything to him when I didn’t even understand them myself.

      “Mr. Jacobs,” the teacher called to Clay. “If you’ve finished your conversation, perhaps we can get back to calculus?” She stared at him with an eyebrow raised.

      After winking in my direction, Clay turned his attention to the board. My gaze, however, remained glued to the side of his face. He was striking in profile, with his chin jutting out proudly and his lips curled into a tiny smirk. I guessed that he was probably quite popular with the girls, and maybe even a few of the guys.

      “I can feel your eyes on me,” he whispered without looking in my direction.

      “Sorry,” I murmured, reluctantly turning my attention to the front of the class as well.

      “Don’t be,” he whispered, leaning into the space between us but still facing the front. “I kinda like it.”

      I couldn’t fight my smile became as my heart fluttered in response. Clay was shaping up to be different to anyone else I’d ever met.
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        * * *

      

      “Show me your class schedule,” Clay said while I was packing up my math books after the bell.

      I handed it over without a second thought. Not only was it my attempt at being polite, it seemed he was trying to be chivalrous. If he wanted to point me in the direction of my next class, who was I to argue. It was harmless. I was experienced enough in memorizing maps and working out routes that I didn’t really need his help. I didn’t want to dent his fragile male ego. I’d learned how difficult and pouty men could be after dealing with my father’s moods.

      While I waited for Clay to read through my schedule and point me on my way, I watched as everyone else left the room. Louise—the girl who’d made the snide comment during class—brushed by my seat roughly, banging my head with her bag as she went.

      Just as I was about to stand up and say something, regardless of Dad’s advice to not make waves, Clay handed my schedule back to me. Without another word, but with a wide grin on his face, he stood and left, leaving me dumbfounded and staring after him. I glanced down at the sheet of paper in my hand. He’d highlighted the border of our shared classes and jotted down his cell number

      I chuckled as I read his note. For when you need a friend.

      Two can play at that game.

      My next class was another one I shared with him, so I pulled out my cell and programmed his number in before writing a quick text as I walked toward the door. How does now work for you?

      He was waiting for me outside the classroom door, catching me by surprise just as I hit Send. He pushed off the wall and fell into step beside me when his cell buzzed. He drew his cell from his pocket and smiled as he read the message.

      I turned away, embarrassed that he was reading my text in front of me. While I was deliberately looking in another direction, he grabbed my books. The action forced my attention back to him.

      “Consider it a one-time welcoming gesture,” he said, his tone suggesting that he expected me to wave him off and reach for my books again.

      I laughed. “Well, as long as it’s only a one-time thing, I might as well take full advantage.”

      He nudged me gently and offered me a disarming smile when I looked back at him. “Come on then, let’s go,” he said. “It’s this way.”

      As I walked in companionable silence beside Clay, I began to consider the various almost-friends I’d had over the years. I’d never been so instantly at ease with any of them. Even though we’d barely spent an hour together, it was as if I’d known Clay for years. It occurred to me that maybe it didn’t matter how much time I’d spent with other people. Maybe it came down to chemistry.

      “What’s got you so deep in thought?” he asked as we stopped at our next classroom.

      There was no way I was telling him what I’d just been thinking. I might have been comfortable with him, but not that comfortable. Instead, I just shrugged.

      “Just, you know, new school, new friends, new life.”

      He nodded knowingly. “I used to hate my Dad because his, um, job forces us to move around so much, but now . . . I don’t know, I guess I’m glad to have seen so many places and met so many people, you know?”

      Smiling in response to his honesty, I considered his words. I’d never stopped and thought about the benefits of moving, beyond the relief of settling back in one place again for a while.

      “Come on, let’s get to class,” he said, knocking my shoulder lightly with his own.
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        * * *

      

      After two hours shared with Clay on my first day at my newest school, I had my first class where I had to get by without my newfound friend.

      I found the classroom relatively easily and picked a desk somewhere near the middle of the space. Some of my classmates were already starting to look a little familiar, so I smiled politely at anyone who looked in my direction. Somehow, I was already far more comfortable than I had at any other school. I suspected Clay’s smile and infectiously optimistic personality had a lot to do with that. He oozed a confidence that readily put me at ease.

      As I grabbed my books, Louise walked past my desk. She took a seat diagonally behind me—just as she’d been in our first class. Trying not to draw too much attention to myself, I watched her through my peripheral vision.

      She turned to the girl beside her. “They’ll let any old trash into this school, won’t they?”

      Rolling my eyes at her lame attempt to rattle me, I twisted in my seat to face her.

      “I didn’t get a chance to properly introduce myself before. I’m Evelyn,” I said, giving her the falsest smile I could muster.

      Her mouth twisted into a slight sneer. “Louise.”

      “I gathered.” I infused my voice with as much disdain as I could. I wanted her to know that I saw through her tactics and she didn’t intimidate me. Despite Dad’s warnings to not draw unnecessary attention to myself, I wasn’t the type to just shy away in a corner when confronted. “It’s lovely to meet you.”

      She gave me her best bitch brow. I had no idea what I’d done to earn her hatred so quickly, but I’d started enough new schools to understand that sometimes, that was the nature of high school.

      I also suspected that my fledgling friendship with Clay had aggravated the situation. The glare she’d given me after he’d scolded her certainly supported that possibility. I wondered whether she had her own plans for him. It was almost too easy to decide to test the waters and see if her reaction was mostly jealousy.

      “Everyone’s just so nice here,” I said, my voice dripping with insincerity. “I’ve already got Clay’s phone number.”

      “Is that so?” she asked.

      “Yeah, he’s been super welcoming,” I said before turning back toward the front of the room.

      “That’s what’s so sweet about my brother,” she declared to her friend, although I was certain the words were meant for me instead. “He takes care of all the strays.”

      My jaw dropped.

      Unable to even pretend to be unaffected, I swiveled in my seat again. “Clay’s your brother?”

      Louise gave me a self-satisfied smirk. “Of course, silly. He’s my twin.”

      “Twins?” My mouth popped open for the second time in thirty seconds.

      I’d only known them for a few hours, but I had already witnessed enough to safely assume that Clay and Louise were opposite in every way—both in looks and personality. I couldn’t wrap my head around the concept that they were not only related, but had shared a womb at one point. “You two look nothing alike though,” I murmured. “Was one of you swapped at birth or something?”

      Her eyes widened for just a fraction of a second before narrowing fiercely. The set of her lips hardened—I hadn’t even known that was possible. The statement, “If looks could kill,” seemed fitting for the glare she gave me.

      Although I wasn’t sure what had caused the reaction, I sensed I’d said something that crossed some line for her. I ran through the conversation in my head and decided she was mentally unstable.

      The rest of English was spent watching the clock tick over minute by minute. I was desperate to meet with Clay to find out whether Louise was just a snarling cow, or if she was a lying one as well. I wasn’t entirely sure how to approach the issue with him but thought that I would try for a subtle approach. After all, I didn’t want to ruin my friendship with him before it had begun—especially over someone like Louise.
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      Packing up after English class, I caught a glimpse of Clay standing just inside the door.

      For a moment, I thought he might have been waiting for his evil twin to go to lunch with her. As she passed him, his gaze flicked to her for only the briefest of moments. He frowned at her before turning his eyes back to me and my . I met his gaze, ignoring his sister as she huffed and disappear out the door.

      When our eyes locked, he flashed a grin. It was enough to make my knees weaken and a sigh to slip through my lips. I was becoming one of those girls. The ones who fell apart at the smallest sign of affection from their crush. That had never been me, and yet I couldn’t resist it when it came to this dark-haired stranger. I hadn’t even known him a day.

      With a smile forming on my lips, I headed over to meet him.

      He gave a little wave as his grin grew wider. His white teeth gleamed at me from behind pink lips with a perfect cupid’s bow pout. It was a welcome relief after dealing with Louise’s glares and mutterings during class.

      They really were night and day. Clay was darkness and mystery—hair and eyes so dark they almost looked black. She was blonde and airy with piercing sky-blue eyes. Despite their appearances, she was the dark one.

      “I’m sorry about Lou,” Clay said as I approached him.

      “You didn’t tell me you were related.” The accusation was probably slightly unfair given we had only just met.

      He reached for my bag, relieving me of it before I had a chance to argue. “I was hoping you’d have a chance to get to know me before the she-devil scared you off.”

      “She-devil?” I laughed. It wasn’t far off my own assessment of her even after only a few hours at the school, but I was surprised to hear Clay use the words. She was his sister after all. “You two don’t get along?”

      He chuckled as he led me from the classroom toward the cafeteria. “Oh, we get along fine. She’s just a little wary of outsiders. Anyone I’m even remotely interested in gets the full frosty treatment.”

      “Is that right?” I raised one eyebrow and hummed.

      “Unfortunately. She’s scared away the legions of girls that would otherwise flock around me.” His palm brushed against the back of his neck as he gave a nervous laugh.

      “Okay, well, she was the ice-queen to me just now. Does that mean you’re remotely interested in me?”

      He stopped walking, and his mouth fell agape in fake surprise. “How could you think that? Maybe you’re just one of the lucky few she dislikes for absolutely no reason at all.”

      “So you don’t like me?” I stuck out my bottom lip in an over-emphasized pout.

      “Definitely not,” he said, without one iota of sincerity. “It’s a struggle even being near you.”

      I gave a loud, fake sigh. “And here I thought we’d be together forever.”

      “I don’t know about forever, but how about tonight?” He glanced at me sideways as he suddenly turned serious. “I can show you some of the local highlights.”

      My stomach fluttered with delight as I considered the implications of his question. For a moment the flood of bodies that surrounded us, rushing about their days, all disappeared. It was just him and me, and an impossible question stuck to my lips. I swallowed down the concern that I’d misinterpreted his words, and just let the words fall from me. “Are you asking me on a date?”

      He sucked his bottom lip between his teeth and the tips of his ears pinked. “Maybe?”

      I thought about what Dad’s reaction to me going on a date with a boy I’d only just met might be. It wasn’t hard to guess what he’d say. He would react badly to me going out for the evening at all, much preferring that I ran home and stayed in all night like I usually did. I could only imagine the questions it would raise—ones that I didn’t even want to think about, let alone try to find answers for.

      “I don’t think I can,” I said, as much to my own disappointment as his. Unable to stand the injured look he wore the instant my rebuff was free, I started walking again. I ducked my head and closed my eyes as I went, wishing I didn’t have to hurt the one person I regarded as a friend—the one person I wanted more than anything to say yes to.

      Clay fell into step beside me. He was silent for a moment before he spoke again. “I guess you’re still settling in at home, huh? Still unpacking?” His voice was a little cheerier than his expression had indicated it should be. I hoped it meant he understood that I wanted to say yes but couldn’t.

      “No, we’ve already unpacked.” I didn’t feel the need to mention that with the meager possessions we owned it didn’t take long. We’d buy furniture only after Dad decided that we were staying long enough to warrant it. I wouldn’t have a bed beyond a camp cot for at least a week or two.

      “Oh.” Clay’s surprise was evident in both his expression and his voice.

      A moment too late, the meaning of his question struck me. “It’s not that I don’t want to go out,” I explained, stopping again before turning to him. “It’s just—”

      He chuckled mirthlessly. When he spoke, the words were forced through clenched teeth. “It’s not you, it’s me?”

      “No, I just—”

      He held up his hand to silence me. “It’s cool, Evie. I get it. I just thought . . . well, I don’t know. I just thought that you might like to go out.” He shrugged and walked away.

      His steps were so long that I had to rush to catch up with him again. I grabbed his arm. “I’d love to go out.”

      “Just not with me?”

      “No. I mean, yes. With you.”

      “But?” His gaze was intense while he waited for an answer, his almost-black eyes boring into me.

      I sighed, genuinely this time. “But, well, it’s a long story. My dad can be a bit difficult when it comes to me. If I’m a minute late getting home, he’ll call 911.”

      Clay laughed, the sound positively carefree compared to the previous sound. “I’m sure you’re exaggerating.”

      I wished I was. “Not really. He knows how long it should take me to get home. If it takes any longer than that, I get the call.”

      “Sounds terrible.”

      “It is what it is,” I said, with a shrug. It was a part of my life that I’d accepted long ago. Dad was who he was, and it was usually easier to just go along with his crazy.

      “Why don’t you fight harder? Demand a little freedom. You’re a senior after all.”

      “He’s all I’ve got. I might not agree with his decisions, but he is doing what he thinks is best for me.” I kicked the ground as I walked.

      “You’ve got to live a little too.”

      My stomach twisted around his words. Could I live with the guilt of causing Dad pain? I wasn’t sure any amount of fun was worth that.

      We arrived at the cafeteria, and Clay paused for a moment before a slow grin spread across his lips. “So if I asked you to have lunch with me?”

      “That, I’d say yes to.”

      His grin widened. “Good to know. I’ll keep that in mind.”

      My mouth snapped shut as I turned to watch him. Was he really going to leave it like that? “I’d say yes right now if you asked,” I prompted.

      A laugh left him. “Someone’s eager.”

      “What can I say? You’re the only interesting person I’ve spoken to today.”

      “The only interesting one?” He looked off to one side of the cafeteria.

      I followed his gaze to where his sister sat by herself with two trays in front of her. “The only interesting one who isn’t an evil harpy.”

      An odd frown flickered over his face before his smile came back in force. “Lou can be a bit of a bitch, but she’s not a harpy. And she isn’t evil. You can trust me on that.”

      “Sorry. I keep forgetting she’s your sister. I still can’t believe it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, she’s so blonde, and you’re so . . . not.”

      He laughed. “Why does blonde sound like a bad thing when you say it like that?”

      “It’s not. I mean not really, it’s just—” I cut off when I found his espresso eyes assessing me. My breath left my body in a rush when I stared into the depthless darkness. It would have been so easy to fall into them and get lost forever.

      With a shake of my head, I dropped my gaze to the floor and attempted to gather my concentration. I’d never desired a guy before, not this way, and definitely not someone I’d only just met. When I was ready to try again, he’d turned his attention from me, focusing on the cell phone in his hand instead.

      “Crap. I’ve got to go.” He gave a whistle and then a hand signal that sent his sister to her feet. Then he rushed back out the door. “I’ll talk to you later!” He didn’t even turn around as he said the words while sprinting away.

      Before I could process why he was leaving so fast, Louise rushed up to me. “Leave my brother alone. He’s too nice to tell you that he’s not here to pick up easy girls.”

      My jaw clenched at her words. How dare she call me easy? It wasn’t as I was the only one chasing the other—it was Clay who’d given me his number after all.

      My anger gave my feet a speed I used to my advantage, propelling myself to follow Clay and his sister. I made it outside just in time to watch Clay and Louise climb into a black sedan. They were barely inside the car before it sped off.

      For a moment, I stood blinking after the car. Then I spun in a slow circle, watching everyone near me to see if anyone else thought the behavior was odd. No one else seemed to be paying any attention to the car or to me.

      As it became apparent they weren’t coming back anytime soon, I retreated back into the school and headed for my next class rather than back to the cafeteria. I wasn’t particularly hungry anymore.

      For the rest of the day, I kept an eye out for Clay’s return. The longer he was away, the more I worried that something serious had happened. Maybe a family member had died, or there’d been some other emergency at home. I only hoped he hadn’t left town.

      To anyone else, that mightn’t have even been a consideration, but I’d had my plans interrupted often enough by Dad’s need to leave a town that I couldn’t help the though. That wasn’t normal though. At least, not for people with ordinary parents who weren’t beyond paranoid.

      And apparently, the paranoia was catching.
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      “Evie?”

      “Huh?” I snapped to attention, and my focus fell on Dad.

      He sat across the table from me with a plate of food in front of him, and his fork held halfway to his mouth. “I asked how your first day at your new school was.”

      “Oh,” I said, giving a small shake of my head to clear my thoughts. “It was okay, I guess.”

      “Meet anyone interesting?”

      It was something he asked me each time I changed schools, but it was the first time I might’ve been able to answer it. I just didn’t want to. “No one memorable.”

      “You should try to make friends.”

      I clenched my jaw and stared at him as the statement rubbed against the instructions he’d given me in the past. “But not get too friendly, right?”

      “That’s not—”

      “Not so friendly that they can look in my eyes, or discover the real color of my hair, or figure out whatever it is that forces us to run all the time even though I don’t even know what it is.” Each word I said sent my voice rising until I was nearly screaming.

      “Evie, you need to calm down.”

      I threw my fork onto the table. It clattered against my plate as I turned my back and left the dining room. When I hit my bedroom, I slammed my door shut behind me.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I plonked myself onto the end of the bed. I sat steaming at the unfairness of my life. I’d finally met someone I might want to get to know a little better, and it could be over in an instant on one of Dad’s whims.

      Less than ten minutes had passed before there was a knock on the door. “Evie? Can I come in?”

      Although I wanted to mutter something to make him to go away, I couldn’t. “Sure.”

      He stepped just far enough into the room to lean against the door frame. He folded his arms over his chest and stared at me for a few seconds.

      I stared right back until I couldn’t take it a moment longer. “What?”

      With a sigh, he crossed the room and sat beside me on the bed. “This isn’t easy on me either.”

      I rolled my eyes but didn’t respond verbally.

      “Do you think I like moving every few months? Uprooting our entire lives just to keep—”

      Before he cut himself off, I sat a little taller. Maybe I was finally going to learn more.

      He sighed rather than continuing. “I don’t like having to do this either. But trust me when I say it’s important.”

      “Why though? Why is this important? Who do you think is right behind us? What on earth would make us so interesting that anyone would want to track us down?”

      “It’s too hard to get into right now. But I promised this would be our last move, didn’t I? At least until you’ve finished school.”

      I scoffed. Of course, there was a limitation on his whole “last move” promise even though he hadn’t mentioned it earlier.

      “You’re all I’ve got left in this world,” Dad said. “I won’t risk losing you. But we’ve got to stick together, kid. We’ve got to be on the same team.”

      It was a lecture I’d heard before. “Sure. We’re so much of a team that you won’t tell me the truth about why you’re running.”

      “It’s just not that simple.”

      “Whatever, Dad. I’ll try to make friends if it’ll make you happy.”

      “I just want you to be happy.”

      Clay’s invitation ran through my head and I wondered if I could push my luck. “So do you think I could stay out a little longer tomorrow night then? In the interest of making friends, of course.”

      His lip curled downward and his brows furrowed. His answer was clear long before he voiced it. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

      “Do you know how socially stunted it leaves me to not be able to hang out with anyone after school?”

      “You’re safe at school, though.”

      “I wasn’t in Fredericksburg. At least, that’s what you said as you ripped me out of the classroom.”

      “The point was I knew exactly where you were, so I could come and get you easily.”

      “No, the point is that you’re suffocating me. I’m nearly eighteen, Dad. I’m going to be an adult soon. Then you won’t be able to tell me that I can’t go out.”

      “Evie, will you please just trust me?” He stroked his hand through my hair. “I’ve only got your best interests at heart.”

      The argument was tracking ground that we’d covered so many times the grass had to be completely dead. It was going to be easier to pretend to understand so we could move on without going over it all once again.

      “Sorry, Dad. It’s just new school jitters I guess. I’m a little tired though, so I might just call it a night.”

      After saying goodnight, Dad left me alone to my thoughts of my day, although one particular thing stood out in every one. Near-black hair, a lovely pout, and depthless eyes full of warmth and humor.
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      When I arrived at school the next morning, Clay was waiting by my locker.

      “How’d the rest of your first day go?”

      “Where’d you disappear to?”

      He waved me off. “Just a family emergency. My dad had a little . . . hunting accident.” He grinned to himself as he said the words.

      I didn’t see anything humorous in the situation though. “Oh my god. I hope he’s okay?”

      “He’s fine. It’s was nothing, really. His pride was the only thing that was really injured.”

      Despite still being taken aback by his nonchalance, I let it go with an, “I’m glad.”

      He reached for the books I slid from my locker, taking them from me before I could refuse. “So I don’t know if you’re aware, but apparently there’s a Valentine’s dance this Friday.”

      I laughed because posters for the dance practically coated every available surface of the walls between the lockers. “I think I might’ve seen something about that.”

      “Well, I don’t suppose that’s your sort of scene?” He scrubbed the back of his neck with his palm.

      “I wouldn’t actually know.”

      He stopped rubbing and tipped his head to the side in question. “What does that mean?”

      I tried not to blush as I shrugged. “I don’t know what goes on at a dance like that. I’ve never been to one.”

      The hand that had been on his neck swung forward to grab my shoulder, stopping me mid-step. “What?”

      “What do you mean ‘what’?”

      “How can you have reached your senior year without going to a single dance?”

      My cheeks burned under his steady gaze. “I’ve just never had the opportunity.”

      “I don’t believe that someone as pretty as you wouldn’t be able to get a date for a dance.”

      I tried to ignore the heat brewing deep in my stomach as he called me pretty. “It’s not for lack of interest. I told you, my dad’s really strict. I’ve never been allowed before.”

      “So strict you can’t even go to a school-sanctioned event?”

      “Are you kidding? That many bodies squeezed into a tiny gym where it’s dark, and there are hidden corners everywhere. It’s practically Dad’s worst nightmare.” I sighed, wishing I was exaggerating even though I was using Dad’s own words. “Anything could happen. It’s a fire trap for starters.”

      Clay’s gaze traveled to his hand, and the motion reminded me his fingers still rested on my shoulder. “So if someone was to ask you to go with him . . .” He stared at the ground, unwilling or unable to meet my eye.

      “I’d have to say no. It’s impossible with the way Dad is.”

      Clay nodded. “That’s twice now, you know?”

      “Twice what?”

      “Twice you’ve turned down an invitation from me.”

      I arched one brow. “Technically that wasn’t an invitation.”

      He met my eyes for a fraction of a second. As I turned away, his hand slipped into mine so he could walk me to class. “Come with me?”

      “When you put it that way . . .” I took a breath as I tried to think of the easiest way to end that sentence. “You make it really hard to say no.”

      “Then don’t say no. After all, yes is just as easy to say. Easier maybe.”

      “You really work fast, don’t you?”

      Someone pushed through between us, forcing Clay to drop my hand. A flash of blonde proved what I’d suspected—his sister was the one who’d broken through our joined hands.

      Ignoring the interruption, Clay chuckled. “If you think I’m fast, you should see my brother. Eth has gone from strangers to lovers in fifteen minutes flat before.”

      I lifted one brow, trying to disguise the interest I was certain was evident on my features. “Lovers?”

      Clay’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he hummed. “Yeah. Eth likes to share the love around.”

      “And the clap too, I bet.”

      “He’s careful.”

      “And you know this because . . .?” I trailed off, waiting for an answer.

      “I’ve had enough lectures from him to last a lifetime. He was the one who gave me the talk.”

      “At least you had the talk. I learned everything I know from books and the internet.”

      His breath caught, and he stepped closer to me. “And what exactly do you know?”

      I blushed as our conversation stepped further down a sordid path. “Enough.”

      “You’ll have to show me sometime.” The words were so quiet, I almost thought I misheard them. Before I could ask him to confirm what he said, he spoke again, “So, you, me, and the Valentine’s dance. How about it?”

      “We’re going to be late for class.” I turned away from him, moving to the seat in the classroom to try to avoid the conversation. Somehow it seemed easier to discuss our sex education—or lack of—than to turn him down.

      “Is that a negative then?” Clay asked as he slid into the seat beside me.

      “I can’t, Clay. I’m sorry.”

      From her space in front of his, his sister whispered something to her neighbor, and then they both spun to look at me before laughing. I rolled my eyes and ignored them.

      “You know what? Maybe I will go after all.”

      Clay’s eyes lit up, and he grinned at me. “Really?”

      Holding my breath as my stomach twisted around itself, I nodded.

      He was animated when he said, “Can I pick you up at seven?”

      “I’d like that.”

      Louise made a huffing sound in front of us. She must have overheard us setting our date.

      As happy as it would make me to be the cause of some discomfort for her, the fact that I could do it at Clay’s side and learn more about him in the process made it even better.

      The rest of the week passed with me looking forward to the dance even while I tried to figure out how I would be able to go. Dad wouldn’t let me out. I was more certain of that than ever when dropping hints about my desire to go out on Friday night was greeted by frowns and refusals.

      Even if I had to sneak out, I would if it meant I could spend time with Clay outside of classrooms or the cafeteria.

      By the time the evening of the Valentine’s dance came, I’d arranged to meet with Clay at the end of my street. It would mean climbing out the window and sneaking out, but it would be worth it for one regular high school experience.

      After slipping into the one dress I owned, I pulled my hair up into a high bun. Butterflies spun and twisted in my stomach. Whatever else happened, the night would be good for what it offered—my first school dance and with the first person I considered a friend.

      After slipping a robe over my outfit, I headed out to see if I could find Dad.

      I found him sitting at the dining table. Like I’d seen on so many occasions, his head was buried in his hands and his lips were turned down.

      All I wanted to do was comfort him, but every time I’d tried to do that in the past, he would pretend that everything was okay. He tried to hide this part of himself from me, but that didn’t stop me from stealing the occasional glance at it anyway.

      I cleared my throat.

      Dad jolted upright and forced a smile. “Hey, sweetie. What’s up?”

      “I’m heading to bed. I think I might be coming down with something.” Early in my life, Dad had taught me how to lie successfully. Always give enough information to answer questions, but don’t give too much. People got caught when the lies became too elaborate. I’d had to use it multiple times on different teachers and other students, but I’d never turned it on Dad before.

      He leaped to his feet and charged over to me. When he reached me, he pressed his hand against my forehead. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m not sure, my stomach’s been churning most of the day.” It wasn’t exactly a lie. Another helpful way to make it more convincing.

      “Did you eat something bad?”

      “Maybe. Hopefully, I can sleep it off.”

      He stared at me for a few more seconds before nodding. “Okay. Feel better in the morning.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      I headed back to my room and opened the window so that my path would be clear later. Then I climbed into bed and waited. I wasn’t foolish enough to think Dad wouldn’t check on me. I closed my eyes and leveled out my breathing while I waited him out.

      Nearly twenty minutes later, the door to my bedroom cracked open, and Dad stuck his head around the corner. I tried to keep my breathing steady and my eyes closed.

      Once he’d left, I sprang into action. I threw off the robe and headed to the open window. Being as quiet as I could, I climbed from the house and crept to the street.

      It was a short walk to the corner where I had agreed to meet Clay, and I arrived a little before seven.

      That’s where I waited.

      And waited.

      And . . . waited.

      At a quarter past seven, I tried calling Clay’s cell phone. When he didn’t answer, I sent him a text to find out whether he was running late for some reason.

      A little after seven-thirty, I tried calling him again with no success.

      With each minute that passed without any contact from him, my blood boiled a little hotter. I stood with my jaw clenched, and my fingers curled at my sides. Maybe this was part of the reason Dad had taught me to rely only on myself and him. Perhaps he understood the disappointment and hurt that came from letting others into our lives.

      When I still hadn’t heard from Clay by eight, I gave up waiting. I stalked back to my house with my teeth pressing hard against each other as I walked. With each step, my resolve grew to scream and shout at Clay when I saw him next. By the time I arrived home though, I had decided he wasn’t worth it. He wasn’t worth my time, consideration, or friendship.

      Clay had hurt me for the first and last time.
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      I poked my head through the trees that lined the front of the house. Any hope I had to creep in before Dad noticed I was gone disappeared with that little glance. He paced back and forth in front of the house, muttering to himself and raking his hands through his hair with each step.

      Before I could hide away again, Dad spun and caught sight of me.

      “Oh, Evie. Thank God.” He pounced before I could do or say anything. Although I expected a lecture or a screaming fit, he just wrapped his arms around me and held onto me tightly. “Where were you?”

      “I’m sorry. I thought I was feeling better, so I went for a walk.”

      “Out the window?” He didn’t let me go even as he said the words.

      His heart hammered under my ear, and it sent my guilt spiraling. “I just wanted to see what the dance was like.”

      He drew away from me, before holding my shoulders as he stared into my eyes. “Then you should have spoken to me about it. I don’t like the idea of a school dance, but I would’ve signed up as a chaperone if you were that desperate to go.” He let go of my shoulders to cup my cheeks. “I can’t lose you, and if I don’t know where you are, anything could happen.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re all I’ve got in this world. We’re all we’ve got. We’ve got to look out for each other.”

      “I know. I promise I won’t do anything like that again.”
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      It was almost a full week later before Clay finally showed up at school again. In that time, he’d left no messages. He hadn’t tried to contact me at all.

      My mind raced with myriad reasons he might have stood me up. When he hadn’t been at school on Monday, my worries had only grown stronger. Maybe his family had skipped town like Dad and I had done so many times. Maybe he was avoiding me.

      When I arrived at school on Friday, he was standing in front of the entrance, nonchalant as ever and officially on my bad side because of his breezy smile. My heart fluttered at the first sight I’d had of him in so many days. I shut it down as fast as I could. His charm and looks were at risk of disarming me if I stopped long enough to let him talk.

      He pushed forward the instant he saw me before bounding over to me with a smile. “I am so sorry about the other night.”

      I breezed past him without a word.

      He changed after me. “Evie, what is it?”

      I sighed but didn’t stop walking.

      “Evie, stop. Please?”

      I didn’t want to talk to him. I didn’t want to give him a second chance. That didn’t stop me from spinning on him though. “Why should I give you any more of my time?”

      “What?”

      “I wasted over an hour waiting for you the other night, and you haven’t even had the decency to call me to explain. Then you turn up here like nothing happened.”

      “I’m sorry. I wanted to call you, but I didn’t have your number.”

      I resisted rolling my eyes. “Uh-huh because it’s not like I gave that to you already or anything.”

      “My cell broke, and I couldn’t get your number off it.”

      “Well, that’s convenient, isn’t it?” I huffed and walked away.

      Clay followed me, rushing to catch up with my hurried steps. He grabbed my arm and pulled me into a secluded spot at the end of some lockers. “Please, stop. I can explain everything.”

      I stopped. “Okay, why weren’t you there? Where were?”

      “We had to get out of town for a while.”

      It wasn’t anywhere near enough for me. “Where, specifically?”

      “There was an emergency, and we had to go to New York to deal with it.”

      “An emergency?”

      “A family emergency.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “You have a lot of them, huh?”

      “You could say that.” I could’ve sworn he lifted his chin and pushed out his chest, as though overtaken by pride. He ducked his head to try to meet my eyes. “So, am I forgiven?”

      Uncomfortable at the eye contact, I dropped my gaze and spun away from him. I couldn’t escape though because a gaggle of girls chose that moment to walk past. “An hour, Clay. All alone on the side of the road waiting for you. Not to mention I had to lie to my father to get out of the house and now I’m even more constrained than before.”

      “I’ll make it up to you.” He reached for my hand. My gaze trailed to where our fingers linked. The corners of his lips lifted into a smile as he caught the motion. He widened his eyes and tried again to get my attention. Thankfully, he stopped short of batting his eyelids. “Somehow. I promise.”

      Although I wanted to stay mad, I couldn’t. It was like there was a little voice inside of my head whispering to forgive him. To make up and be friends—that he hadn’t intended to hurt me. Not really.

      He traced his fingertip over my cheek in a move that made my breath catch. “How about I drive you home this afternoon so that we can spend a little longer together without everyone else around?”

      It was hard to stay mad when both my hormones and Clay were begging for forgiveness. “Fine. You win.”

      His smile widened.

      “This time.” I warned. “Now, come on. We’re going to be late for class if we don’t hurry.”

      I grabbed his hand, and we headed to class together.
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        * * *

      

      Clay was waiting for me outside my last class. “Are you ready?”

      “I can walk myself home.”

      “Sure, you can. I know that. But I want to drive you. I missed, uh, talking to you while I was out of town.” He stuttered halfway through his sentence as if he were going to say something else. Whether it was going to be more or less revealing than what he ended up saying, I would never know. After I nodded, he led me out to his car.

      “Even though you stood me up?” I asked.

      “I won’t next time. I promise.”

      “You assume there’s going to be a next time.”

      We stopped in front of a black sedan. “Isn’t the usual practice three strikes?”

      “Are you suggesting I have a usual practice?”

      “I’m talking baseball.” He pulled open the door for me.

      I chuckled. “Do I look like I follow baseball?”

      “You might. Or your dad might. I don’t make any assumptions based on looks.”

      As I settled into the car, I couldn’t help but laugh at the thought of Dad doing something as inane as watching sport. I had only a vague idea of what he did during the day but watching sport wouldn’t put someone on whatever list Dad believed he was on.

      Clay climbed into the driver seat and started the engine. As he pulled the car out of the parking lot, he asked, “So, which way?”

      When I took a deep breath to find my voice, an unusual aroma of leather and plastic filled my mind. Combined with the shine on the car, I assumed it must have been the scent people referred to as “new car.” Dad and I had never had that luxury, moving from crappy sedan to crappy truck and back again over the years. “Just drop me at the corner you were supposed to pick me up from.”

      A shadow passed over his features, and it looked like he was going to apologize again. He must have thought better of it after glancing at my expression. “I can take you all the way home,” he said instead.

      I shook my head. “No, you can’t. I’ve told you, Dad’s overprotective. If he sees me in your car, he will probably lock me in my room. If you want to be able to drive me home ever again, just drop me at the corner.”

      “Okay, okay. I get it.” He paused long enough for me to understand he’d accepted my explanation. “You’re embarrassed to be seen in public with me.”

      “Oh, you caught me. That’s definitely what it is. I simply can’t imagine being seen in the car of a genetic super freak like you.”

      “Genetic super freak?” he repeated.

      “Yeah. It’s not fair that someone can be that attractive and still be a human.”

      “Ha ha, very funny.”

      I just shrugged. It was easy to say those things to him in a joking way. Far easier than it was to let him know just how much truth the statement held for me. Maybe it was a case of beauty in the eye of the beholder because it wasn’t like he was fighting off flocks of girls every day, but everything he had was everything I wanted. Being near him sparked desires in me that I’d thought had somehow passed me by. And I still barely knew him.

      During the short drive home, Clay and I slipped into comfortable conversation. Nothing overly deep or meaningful—neither of us offered anything personal—but it was fun.

      When we arrived at the corner, I kept an eye on the time while we chatted some more. I wanted to make sure I still had enough time to arrive home at the right time according to Dad’s expectations.

      “Can I pick you up tomorrow morning?” Clay asked after I told him it was time for me to go. “I can even meet you here if it’s easier.”

      “I don’t think so. Our mornings can get a little hectic, so we don’t always have a strict routine and I wouldn’t want to stand you up.” The lie rolled off my tongue. The truth was, I didn’t want to leave Clay waiting for me if Dad decided to move again during the night. It was a strong possibility on any night, and not always one I could anticipate. At least if Dad pulled me out of school, Clay would know I had left.

      “After school tomorrow?”

      “We’ll see.” I let go of his hand and grabbed my bag. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
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        * * *

      

      “So you still won’t go out with me?” Clay asked, looking at me with his best impression of puppy-dog eyes.

      Each and every day that he’d driven me home, he’d taken the opportunity to pester me for a date. A proper date where we had more than a few stolen minutes together in a car after school. For almost six weeks, he’d been pestering me for the same thing.

      I shook my head, and he pouted. With every passing day, Clay wormed his way deeper into my heart. I had to put up walls to stop him from going all the way in. If I didn’t, it would be all the more painful when Dad decided it was time to make the next inevitable move—despite his promise not to.

      “You know why I can’t.”

      He playfully bumped my shoulder with his. “I know, but it doesn’t hurt to ask.”

      I smiled at him, hoping he wouldn’t be put off by my constant refusals. I might not have wanted to let him all the way into my heart, but I wasn’t willing to let him walk away either. “You ask a lot.”

      He pushed the green mush that was apparently supposed to pass for peas around his plate. “I live in the hope that one day you’ll finally get sick of me badgering you and say yes instead.”

      Sighing heavily, I shook my head. “I wouldn’t count on it. I don’t want to lie to Dad again.”

      “Maybe I can come around to your place and meet him. Then he wouldn’t need to be so worried.”

      I imagined what Dad might say if I brought a friend around, let alone a male friend. “That’s one way to guarantee you never see me again.”

      “Will your father make me an offer I can’t refuse?” Clay put on a silly accent before turning to me with a grin.

      “Something like that.”

      He dropped his fork and turned serious. “Is everything okay at your house, Evie?”

      Twisting in place, I turned my focus to him. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean I know sometimes fathers aren’t able to control their tempers. Sometimes they can snap and lash out. If you’re the only one at home. Sometimes he might take his frustrations out on you?” His gaze traveled over my face and down over my chest as if hunting for any sign of abuse.

      He thought Dad hit me? The idea was so preposterous I couldn’t help the burst of laughter that left me. “No. Absolutely not. It’s the opposite. He’s obsessed with this idea that someone else is going to hurt me.” Even as the words left, they tasted of betrayal.

      “Why would he think that?”

      “That’s the million dollar question isn’t it?” I stared at the food in front of me, having instantly lost my appetite. “And one I don’t have the answer to.”

      “I guess it’s not a bad thing to have someone who wants to keep you safe.”

      His words, as well as his suspicions, made me wonder whether he was speaking from experience. “Doesn’t your Dad try to keep you safe?”

      He chuckled, but it didn’t have any ring of disbelief to it. “It isn’t that black and white for me.”

      “Why not?” We’d barely touched on his family in all of the conversations we’d had.

      “It’s hard to explain.”

      I reached out my hand and placed it on his arm. Where my skin touched his, my palm warmed. “You don’t have to explain anything to me if you don’t want to.”

      He glanced in the opposite direction as if he wanted to tell me more but couldn’t. “You wouldn’t believe me if I tried. My life isn’t exactly normal.”

      “Lots of family emergencies,” I teased.

      “Exactly. Maybe I’ll tell you more about it.” His eyes lit up with amusement, his dark irises sparkling. “When you go out with me.”

      I picked up a soggy carrot from my tray and threw it at him with a laugh.

      Before we could say anything more, the class bell rang again.

      “Just think about it, please?” he asked.

      “Okay. I’ll think about it.”
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      Despite our conversation, Clay wasn’t there when school finished. Louise was gone too.

      Neither of them returned for three days. At least this time Clay kept in contact. Not that his reply texts gave any information about where he was or why he’d had to leave. I wanted to push him for information, but I worried he might turn all of my questions back around on me. Things I wouldn’t be able to answer.

      Still, the time away gave me the chance to consider his request. I had no idea how I could arrange time away from Dad without lying to him again, but I wanted to find a way.

      Regardless of what I’d said, Clay’s continued persistence had begun to wear me down.

      When Clay returned to school again, he had a black eye and a series of scratches on his neck.

      I rushed to his side and cupped the side of his face. “What happened?”

      His tongue slicked forward over his lips. “You happened.”

      “What?”

      He grinned at me. “I lost my focus at the wrong time.”

      “And that’s my fault?”

      “Yep.”

      Ignoring the other people around us, I got lost in his eyes. “How?”

      He pushed a loose strand of hair off my face. The action reminded me that I was still caressing his cheek. My fingers had been so comfortable, I’d lost concentration. I dropped my hand to my side. “You were the thing I was focused on.”

      “Okay, but that doesn’t explain the black eye. Didn’t you leave for a family emergency?”

      His hand left my face and found the back of his neck. “Yeah.”

      Our conversation about being hurt at home came back to me. Once again, I wondered whether his question was a diversion. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah. It was just a crazy trip.”

      “Clay—“

      Another student burst through the middle of us as he rushed to whatever class he needed to go to. I collected my thoughts as the guy rushed past, leaving a trail of overpowering deodorant in his wake.

      Before I could continue my question, Clay changed the subject. “So have you thought more about going out with me?”

      I gave him a playful shove, pushing him in the direction of our first class together. “Of course that would be your first question.”

      “Of course. It’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted that I’ve never gotten.”

      “I’m still thinking about it.”

      “You know one day I’m going to stop asking.”

      The idea of him ending his pursuit caused a momentary panic to flutter through me. My gaze shot to his before I dropped my attention to the floor before he could notice my eyes.

      “Never let anyone look into your eyes.” It was another of Dad’s commandments, just one more item on a long list of demands that made it next to impossible to live my life normally.

      Clay must have noticed that sensation flush over my face because his smile grew as his gaze trailed over my lips. “But it’s not going to be today.”

      “Good.” I spoke to the ground because I couldn’t imagine meeting his eyes as I admitted, “I don’t want you to stop.”

      “No. You just don’t want to go out.”

      “I want to. I just—”

      “Can’t.” He sighed. “Yeah, I know.”

      We headed into the classroom. I was lost in thought as we went—torn between wanting to follow my heart as it skipped down the path to Clay and trying to follow Dad’s constant advice.

      “Clay!” Louise whisper-shouted to get his attention. His focus left me and went straight to her. While they whispered furiously to each other, I stood close by. She shot me a death glare to tell me that she wasn’t happy with me waiting for them to finish. The teacher was going to be in soon anyway, so I left them alone while I headed to my desk.

      When Clay moved away from her desk, he wore a frown that marred his usually carefree nature.

      “What’s wrong?” I whispered to him when the teacher had her back to the class.

      He just shook his head and pressed his finger to his lips.

      With a frown that no doubt matched his, I pretended to focus on the front of the room. Instead, my mind raced with reasons why he’d grown so cold so fast.

      After too many minutes of sitting in silence overthinking the situation, I was close to tears. All I wanted to do was fall back into the fun we’d been having before he’d spoken with his sister.

      “I’ve got to go,” Clay said before I could ask whether we were going to walk to our next class together. “I’ll see you at lunch.”

      Clenching my jaw to fight my disappointment from breaking free, I nodded.

      His gaze avoided me. “Maybe.”

      Without a backward glance, he stood and raced to Louise’s side. Together, they rushed from the room. I went through the rest of my classes lost in my own mind. Had Louise seen us talking that morning? Had I gotten too close to the truth when I was asking about his dad?

      I debated skipping lunch and hanging out near my next class, but an urge to see whether Clay was there burned deep in my stomach. My desire to see him again didn’t stop my heart from racing with fear of what would happen if he told me he’d given up on waiting.

      You’re pathetic, I chastised myself as I held my breath when I walked into the cafeteria.

      Clay sat at our usual table with two trays in front of him. At his side, Louise sat staring at me. In complete opposition to his actions that morning, Clay raised his hand and waved me over.

      Although I couldn’t stop the way my heart leaped at the sight, I tried to tamper down my excitement until I had an explanation. I had no idea how he managed to crawl under my skin the way he did, but I needed to get him out. Otherwise, I risked becoming hopelessly attached before Dad decided to tear me away from the school again.

      Even as I decided to try to distance myself to avoid getting hurt, my feet carried me toward Clay.

      “Sorry about before, I had to talk to Lou about a—”

      “Family emergency?” I cut him off with the words. Instead of looking at him though, I watched Louise for her reaction.

      “Yeah. Louise thought she saw—”

      “Nothing.” Louise shot him a glare that was just met with a smile and a shake of his head.

      “Anyway, she wanted to sit with us today. You don’t mind, do you? Apparently, I’ve been ignoring my twinly duties.”

      I slipped into the seat across from Clay, gladly ignoring Louise and her death stare. “Twinly duties? What might they be exactly?”

      “I don’t know exactly. I’m sure Lou will let me know.”

      Louise clamped her jaw shut so tight I could practically hear her teeth grinding. Although the food in front of me wasn’t exactly appetizing, I chose to dig in to show her that I wasn’t going to be intimidated by her presence.

      “Clay isn’t the only one who has been . . . remiss in his duties.” She gave me her overly-polite, saccharine-sweet smile. “I haven’t been nearly open enough to meeting his girlfriend.”

      Heat rushed to my cheeks. “Girlfriend?”

      Was that how he thought of me? It wasn’t a bad thing if he did, but her frank statement left me in a blind panic. I had no idea what the normal society standards were. Was I Clay’s girlfriend? We’d never been on any dates. He’d stood me up for the one and only dance we’d tried to go to. If I agreed with her use of the word, would Clay think I was crazy? If I said we weren’t, would I be hurting his feelings? Maybe he thought of me that way?

      I glanced to Clay to try to get an idea of his thoughts on the word, but he was focused on pushing the food on his tray around in front of him. Was this some sort of test the two of them had thought up? If it was, I wanted no part of it.

      This was why it was easier to keep to myself.

      Still, there was something about Clay that was impossible to ignore.

      “I’m not his girlfriend,” I said, deciding that if it was a test, I didn’t want any part of it. At least, until my words kept flowing unchecked. “At least, not yet.”

      I ducked my head as soon as the words were free. The worst thing that could’ve happened at that point would be for Clay to look up and meet my gaze.

      Because I was focused on the table in front of me and not Clay or Louise, I jumped when Louise’s hand landed on mine. Confused about her sudden motion, and her apparent attempt at friendship in general, I drew my hand back. I didn’t like being touched by just anyone—I guess Dad’s paranoia extended to me that far at least.

      “I told you,” Clay hissed at Louise before tossing his fork onto the table and walking away.

      I didn’t waste any time worrying about Louise or my food. I jumped up and followed him. “What’s going on?” I asked as I caught up to him.

      He stopped and sighed. “My family can’t ever let me just be happy,” he said before shaking his head and walking away.

      I chased after him again. “Is this something to do with the black eye? Talk to me, Clay, tell me what’s going on.”

      His gaze lifted to meet mine, but the instant our eyes locked, I looked away. It was an instinct I couldn’t fight.

      “It’s nothing. I just didn’t think Lou would be like this.”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know, it’s almost like she’s jealous.”

      “Jealous?” The word didn’t seem right considering they were brother and sister and we were . . . well, whatever we were. Still, he was reluctant to say more no matter how hard I coaxed. Giving up, I decided it was just one of those days and headed to my next class with my thoughts bubbling over.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After the day she’d first joined Clay and me, Louise was ever-present at school. It was almost as if she was intent on crashing every conversation we had. She sat uninvited at our lunch table and joked about me relentlessly. Any topic could be the subject of her scorn: my clothes, my schoolwork, even my continued resistance to Clay’s advances.

      Twice more in the next week, she seemed to find excuses to touch my skin. First, it was my shoulder as she whispered something to Clay. Then it was with her arm brushing against mine when we were both leaving the classroom. I would have thought it was accidental if they weren’t such deliberate motions.

      For the most part, Clay seemed determined to ignore her odd behavior. At least, he didn’t raise it with her in front of me, even as the dust settled and his black eye had faded to a series of pale yellow and brown bruises.

      As Louise’s constant nearness grated on my nerves, I daydreamed about spending time with Clay away from school.

      “I guess Louise will be joining us again?” I asked as he walked me to lunch a few weeks later.

      “No doubt.” He flexed his jaw. “It’s just a shame you can’t go out after school one day. I’d love to hang out with you away from all these mooks.”

      “I can’t imagine why you’d actually want to spend more time with her.” Louise’s nasally voice broke into our private conversation. “We’ve already established she’s basically trailer trash, Clay. She’s obviously not worth your time.”

      Clay turned his attention to his sister, chewing her out once again for her attitude, all while scribbling down a note. He asked Louise about something on the other side of the room and surreptitiously slid me the piece of paper while her head was turned.

      Please say yes, if only to get me away from her for an afternoon.

      I smirked to myself and tuned out the rest of their conversation. The more I thought about it, the more the idea of spending some time completely alone with Clay sounded not at all terrible.

      After almost two months of his constant requests—week after week spent together in class nearly every day—and all the new presence of his sister, I was beyond the point of resistance.

      I’d already started dreaming up plausible excuses to give my father to convince him to let me free for a few hours, all involving study groups or private tuition. Something that would play on his desire for me to have the best education I could despite it being so fractured. Most importantly, something that would mean I could leave freely and not have to sneak out of the house and hurt Dad again.

      Once Clay and I were in our next class together—safely away from Louise’s eavesdropping and judgmental attitude—I raised the subject with him in quiet whispers while the teacher’s back was turned. I kept my voice low because Mr. Sterling was already on the warpath. It wouldn’t take much to tip him over the edge.

      “Let’s say I can figure out a way to get a few hours to myself, what would an evening with you entail anyway?” I asked.

      He raised his eyebrow at me as a sly smile crept onto his face. I think he understood how close I was to relenting. No doubt, he was already planning his victory lap.

      “There’s this park that I go to whenever I want to be alone. I think you’d like it.” His voice had dropped to an almost breathless whisper on the word “alone,” which made my heart skip a beat. A pleasant sensation washed over my body as I thought of being alone with him and what exactly it might involve.

      “A park?”

      “Yeah. It’s quiet, and there’s this grove of magnolia trees.” His eyes glazed over as a dreamy smile lifted his lips. “I think you’d like it there.”

      “Okay,” I said, trying to stop my heart from beating out of my chest as I spoke.

      “Okay, what?”

      “Okay. This park. Let’s do it. Tomorrow?”

      He spun toward me. “Really?” He didn’t even try to whisper.

      “Mr. Jacobs!” Mr. Sterling focused on Clay.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Do you have something to share with the class?”

      “Yeah, I do. I’ve got a date tomorrow night.” He punched the air, and the class erupted into a cacophony of noise. Guffaws, whistles, and banging on the desk.

      “To Mrs. Lee’s office.” The teacher pointed toward the door. “Now.”

      Clay met my gaze and grinned widely. “Worth it.”

      No doubt he probably wanted to be away from me before I could back out of our date.

      Date.

      I had a date with Clay.

      I blushed red even as the class died back down and Mr. Sterling made them focus on their work again. There was no way I was going to be able to focus on anything except trying to convince Dad that I needed to have some space the following afternoon.

      There was no way to back out now after all.

      At least, none that I wanted to take.
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      “I have to go to a study group tomorrow after school,” I said to Dad after I found him in the kitchen preparing dinner. I’d spent the most of the afternoon trying to build up the courage to speak to him about the date I’d promised Clay. Not that I could tell Dad I wanted to stay out to meet a boy.

      “I have a group assignment for science.”

      It wasn’t exactly a lie. I had a folder full of information about my group assignment. It was a class project that Clay and I had worked on during lunch at school before I decided to plot my escape from home.

      If Dad asked for more information, I could easily provide the details, but I held back that information. Dad was the king of deceit, and he’d taught me almost everything he knew about being covert. Liars tended to provide too much information, their stories becoming increasingly elaborate as the lie unfolded. I intended to offer him only the information he sought and nothing more. The guilt that twisted in the pit of my stomach about using the knowledge he’d instilled in me against him wasn’t enough to stop me from following through with my plan.

      He frowned. “I don’t know, Evie. You barely know these kids or their families. It could be dangerous.”

      “It’s a high school gathering. Of course, it’s going to be dangerous,” I joked.

      “How many people will be there?”

      “We’re being split into groups of two or three.”

      “Maybe it’ll just be safer if we get you credit for the class,” he said. “I’ll call your teacher tomorrow.”

      He was adept at forging documents, and I had no doubt he’d be able to provide a class transcript that the school would accept as proof that I’d already completed the required work. I needed to convince him to let me free somehow.

      “Education is the most valuable asset you can have,” I said, repeating words he’d told me again and again over the last two years when I’d begged him to just let me drop out if we were just going to move all the time anyway. Despite changing schools regularly, his tuition had ensured I was ahead of most of my peers. “And it is my final year.”

      He studied my face carefully. “You’ll take your cell?”

      I nodded, trying not to appear too eager when I sensed his acquiescence.

      “And you’ll call me right away if anything seems out of place?”

      “Of course.”

      He sighed wearily. “I know you think that I’m unreasonable—”

      I opened my mouth to disagree.

      His smile turned doleful, and when he spoke, sadness inflicted his tone. “I know you do, but I’m just trying to keep you safe. I can’t lose you like . . .” He trailed off into nothingness. “I just can’t lose you.”

      His voice broke over his last words.

      “I know, Dad.” I leaned across the space between us, and he placed his arms around me. I leaned my head against his chest. It was the one place where I could still feel like a little girl, and all of my worries could disappear. And I was lying to him for my own selfish desires. I vowed then to figure out a way to bring together the world I had and the world I wanted—one where Clay and I could spend some time alone. “You won’t lose me. I promise.”

      He held me tight for a few minutes before sighing. “When will you be home?”

      “Six?”

      “If you’re late—”

      “I know, I know. The National Guard will be on my trail by five minutes past.”

      “I’ll drop you off.”

      “Okay.” I wasn’t sure how I would get away with convincing him to drop me off at a park, but I was willing to try.

      “And take your phone, so you can call me if you need to. I’ve got a few errands I need to run, so I’ll do them while I’m waiting for you.”

      I grabbed his hand. “Is that so you don’t chew your fingernails down to the quick?”

      He drew his hand back and hid it behind his back. “Just promise me you’ll be home by six.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      “Go get ready for dinner. You can tell me all about this group project then.”

      “Okay.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I wanted to rush to Clay and confirm that I would meet him after school. Only Louise was at his side when I found him, and I didn’t want to let her know what we were planning. Maybe he already had told her, but if he hadn’t I didn’t want to be the one to clue her in. The fact that the first thing he did was ask me about the group project rather than checking whether I had made arrangements to meet him suggested he hadn’t. Maybe he knew what I had guessed, that she’d find some way to follow us if she knew where we were heading.

      I didn’t get to confirm anything with him until we had a few stolen moments after class. As soon as we were alone, he stared at me expectantly.

      “I know I said yesterday that I’d be able to meet you this afternoon . . .” I let my words hang in the air.

      His expression fell.

      “Well, I’m afraid I’m going to have to take up some of your time this afternoon after all.”

      The way his eyes sparkled as his smile grew made the lie to Dad worthwhile.

      “But Dad is insisting on dropping me off, and I have to be back home by six,” I added.

      “Done and done.” He jotted down details of the park. “I’ll drive you home to make sure you get there in time.”

      “That sounds great.” Even as I said the words, I figured it might be the opportunity to let my two worlds collide. I was certain if Dad could see that Clay was willing to play the game, he would let us spend more time together. After all, Dad was the one who wanted me to have friends.

      I just didn’t know if that extended as far as having a boyfriend.

      “I can’t wait to get you alone,” Clay said. “There’s so much I want to tell you. So much I want to share.”

      I had no idea what he might want to say, but I was looking forward to it regardless. I only had a few more hours of school to get through first.
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        * * *

      

      The park looked exactly as Clay had described it. Sidewalks wound their way through lush green lawns and overarching it all were tall magnolia trees that filled the air with a distinctive, heady scent.

      “You made it,” Clay called out to me as I made my way toward him from the road. His lips lifted in a smile so bright that I grinned in response.

      Once Dad’s truck was out of view, Clay rushed forward to meet me halfway.

      “I did. There’ll probably be hell to pay later, but I made it.”

      “You should have told me earlier that hell was all it would cost.” His hand crept forward and his fingers linked with mine. “I would have paid it readily.”

      My breath caught in my throat, and my heart fluttered at the sensation of his hand in mine. It was something he’d done a few times at school, but alone with him, out in the open air of the park, it was all so different.

      Special.

      “Wow,” I said as I pretended that holding his hand had no strong effect on me. “Did you really just say that?”

      His cheeks pinked before he laughed. “Maybe—but if you tell anyone, I might have to kill you.”

      I bumped his shoulder with mine. “So?” I swallowed down my fear, wanting to make the most of my time alone with him. “Now you have me here . . . alone . . .” I puffed out a nervous breath, hoping he couldn’t see any outward sign of my nerves. “Just like you wanted. What exactly are you going to do with me?”

      He used his hold on my hand to pull me a little closer to his side and then slung his arm around me, tucking me against his side while we walked. If holding his hand had stolen my breath, this newest action stopped my heart. I was a mess when it came to him, a churning pile of hormones and desire.

      His gaze trailed over my face. “I can think of a few things.”

      Being alone with Clay and held so close that I was enveloped by his warmth, definitely made my guilt over lying to Dad dissipate again—at least a little.

      “I wanted to apologize for Lou. I know she’s been a pain lately. She’s just very protective of our family. She had . . .” His jaw clenched as he trailed off. “A rough childhood,” he finished.

      “I lied to my Dad for an afternoon alone with you, and you brought me here to talk about your sister?” I asked, raising one eyebrow.

      “No,” he said. “I just wanted to tell you that and explain why she’s been making it hard for you.”

      “So she isn’t just a bitch?”

      He laughed. “Oh, she’s absolutely just a bitch, but she has her reasons. I’m sure one day, you’ll be friends. At least, I hope you’ll come to understand why she is the way she is.”

      “You have an interesting way of looking at the world,” I said.

      He eyed me warily. “Interesting . . . is that a good thing?”

      “It’s just very positive.” I dropped my head. “I haven’t met too many real optimists in my life.”

      After all, I live with the king of pessimists.

      “Well, the way I see it, bad stuff happens. Sometimes, lots of bad stuff.” He looked through me as if seeing into the distant past. “But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t live life while we can. In fact, it should give us more reason to live fully.”

      “See, interesting.” I chuckled, breaking up the strange tension that had settled around us. The lingering scent of the magnolia flowers seemed to blossom stronger than ever, filling my senses until my nostrils almost burned. Every part of me tingled with a sensation I’d never experienced before.

      When Clay moved his arm to my waist, the final remnants of my guilt faded away. All that remained was a fluttering deep in the pit of my stomach. There was something almost mystical about the way his touch raced through me. I’d had crushes before, not that I’d ever stayed in place long enough to act on them. Somehow, though, everything was different with Clay.

      Stronger.

      I didn’t just get butterflies in his presence. Instead, tiny dragons seemed to race each other through my stomach at the mere thought of him, each one blowing a steady stream of fire into my veins, warming me from within. Whenever I let go of his hand, my fingertips burned. The fires would only quench when I touched him again.

      Clay scrubbed the back of his neck absentmindedly before reaching for my hand, almost as if he longed for the same connection I did. As if we were being tied together by our afternoon under the canopy of the magnolia.

      Together, we strolled through the trees. While we walked, our conversation shifted and flowed smoothly across a number of topics. I learned more about him—and about myself—in that hour than I had in all the time I’d spent with him at school. Still, his words and actions hinted that there was more to come.

      “Why do you like this place so much?” I asked.

      He rubbed his neck again and blushed. “You’re going to think it’s stupid.”

      “Try me.” I wrapped my hand around his arm.

      His gaze assessed me as he spoke. “The smell of these trees always reminds me of my mom.”

      “Reminds you?” I’d picked up on the keyword. I tried to think of any time he’d spoken about her before and drew a blank. From our past conversations, I’d learned that in addition to his twin sister, he had an older brother, Ethan, whom he idolized. Clay had also spoken about his dad, but he’d never mentioned his mom. “You didn’t know your mom either?”

      He looked surprised at my addition of the word “either,” and it was clear he wanted to ask for my story. Instead, he answered my question. “Not really. She left when I was quite little, and all I have left are snippets of memories. This smell is one of them.” He stopped walking and looked up at the canopy of flowering trees. “We move around a lot, so when we arrived here and I found this place . . . Well, I found peace.”

      I moved to stand in front of him and entwined the fingers of our free hands together before tipping my face upward to match his stance. For just a moment, I was able to feel the peace he was talking about.

      Like the whole world stopped breathing in that moment, and we were caught together in the silent stillness.

      Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath, and the sweetness of the magnolias danced tantalizingly over my tongue and around the back of my mouth. My lips curled up into a grin as I said, “I can see why.”

      He let go of my hands, and I dropped my chin so that I could see why he’d broken our contact. I was surprised to see the longing in his face as his gaze pierced mine. Unlike the other times our eyes had met, I didn’t want to turn away.

      He held me caught like a snake might paralyze his prey—only I would walk willingly into his jaws. His fingertips brushed across the corner of my mouth as if amazed by the smile I wore. The smile just for him. I could understand his awe. A whole set of my smiles had been locked away since meeting him—reserved for his use only and which he regularly brought to the fore. They sank all the way through to my heart, so it wasn’t just my mouth uplifted, but my whole being.

      Under the trees, I could feel that more than ever.
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      Clay stood just inches away from me, drinking in the moment.

      Did the same tiny flutters of desire that echoed through my limbs surround him too?

      As if answering my question, he stepped closer to me still. Our noses almost touched as we teetered on the edge of something undefined by any moment that had ever gone before.

      “Your eyes are beautiful,” he murmured. His gaze bounced slowly between them as he studied me with a newfound intensity. He lifted his hand slowly, reaching out and cupping my cheek gently. “I’ve never noticed it before, but they’re almost purple.” His brows pulled down into a frown as if concentrating on something long forgotten. Maybe he was committing my eyes to memory, but Dad’s reminders were too loud in my head to ignore.

      I cast my eyes downward, turning my gaze from his scrutiny.

      “You’re so warm,” Clay said, his thumb rubbing soft, small circles against my cheek.

      The action magnified the tiny flames dancing all over my body. Lighting all of the unquenchable fires. I needed something . . . something unidentifiable. I lifted my eyes to stare at him again.

      His gaze was focused on my mouth, and his tongue rolled across his lower lip, slicking it with moisture. My tongue mirrored his action. A soft moan left his lips as he blinked slowly while trailing his thumb over my cheek again.

      “Evie,” he murmured, saying my name like he could barely believe I was right in front of him.

      The hand caressing my face guided my lips toward his. His tongue ran another slow circuit before his moistened lips pressed softly against mine. The touch was gentle at first; butterfly-wing light caresses over my mouth. My lungs couldn’t decide whether to stop working or push hard for more oxygen. Neither was correct—all I needed was more Clay.

      An unusual, but not uncomfortable, burn sparked to life in the base of my stomach. With each press of Clay’s lips, the fires spread further through my limbs.

      My entire body, from the middle of my chest to the ends of my fingertips warmed. His gentle kisses scorched my body and stole my breath. His lips caressed mine with so much tenderness it ached. It was too much but also not nearly enough. Every inch of me longed to yield to him. I’d never experienced anything so overwhelming.

      It was as if every piece of me was being torn apart and rebuilt—warmer, stronger, and more desperate for his touch.

      His hand found the back of my head, and he drew me against him. As if unable to stop himself, his lips opened as his kisses became hungrier.

      I responded just as eagerly, desperate to consume his touch even as it fueled the fires burning through my whole body. His tongue brushed over my lips, coaxing my mouth open.

      The small sounds of pleasure that left me encouraged him to grow more daring. It wasn’t the first time I had kissed a boy, but it was the first time a kiss had blazed through my body in such a way. Every part of me was alight with the unfamiliar warmth.

      Each passing second, my body raged hotter and my desire spiraled. My head spun as I focused on the only important thing at that moment—Clay.

      My hands found the base of his neck and I entwined my fingers in his hair. With my new hold, I drew him closer to me—desperate to have every part of him pressed against me. The heat in me continued to rise as it pulsed through my body.

      As if the last temperature spike inspired by his kiss hurt him, Clay jerked his head away from me. A second later, he jumped back out my hold.

      His hand formed a tight fist when he lifted it away from my hair. His breaths shifted from desperate and needful to something entirely different. The new frown that marred his features deepened.

      Before I could reach for him again, he angled his body away from me. He pressed his fingertips to his lips and murmured, “No, it can’t be.”

      I stood staring at him in confusion.

      “I didn’t want to believe it, but it’s true. Isn’t it?” He turned back to me, his dark eyes burning with such rage that my knees threatened to give way.

      All traces of the hopeful, smiling boy from moments earlier were gone. Fury replaced desire in his glare, and although my body burned, all the same, it wasn’t the pleasant sensation it had been moments earlier. The dragons raced each other through my veins again. I was flushed and breathless.

      “What are you, Evie?” The question and the disgust behind the words took me by surprise. My bottom lip began to quiver as I wondered how it was possible to traverse from elation to shock—to heartbreak—so quickly.

      “What do you mean?” I murmured in response, wishing I could infuse my voice with more volume. Or remove the confused notes playing over and over in my head.

      “What are you?”

      “I . . . I don’t understand.” My voice was still too quiet, even to my own ears.

      He stepped closer to me, and the animosity that burned in his gaze caused me to back away in escape. Yet despite his clenched fists and the hard set of his jaw, I couldn’t run from him. My body was on autopilot as I waited for answers to questions I didn’t want to ask.

      “You honestly expect me to believe that you’re innocent? That you don’t know?” His jaw flexed. “Lou tried to warn me, but I refused to listen to her.”

      My heart was pounding so loudly in my ears that I could only just hear him. My breaths came in short, sharp pants that sent an ache through my chest. For the first time since I’d met him, I was afraid of him. It was like a curtain had been drawn back to reveal a monster hiding inside the boy I’d thought I’d known. “Don’t know what?”

      “That you’re not human.”

      I laughed. Loudly. It was the only reaction my mind could come up with to such an absurd statement. “Of course I’m human. What else would I be?”

      He pressed his hand roughly against my forehead. “You’re not just warm anymore, Evie. You’re hot. If I had to guess, I’d say your temperature is well over one hundred. That’s not fucking normal.”

      His fingers pushed away from my face, and although the action wasn’t enough to hurt me, it left me reeling. Tears pricked my eyes, but I fought them back until my eyes burned.  “So I run a little warmer than most, that doesn’t mean I’m not human.”

      “As hot as you are, you should be dead.” He spat the words at me.

      I recoiled from his rage. His words were the sort I would’ve expected from his sister, but not from him. It was impossible to keep up with the conversation. He couldn’t have hurt me more if he’d physically slapped me.

      “You’re crazy,” I said, shaking my head and taking another step away from him.

      My mind ran through a list of the things that could be wrong with him. Did he have undiagnosed paranoid schizophrenia? I tried to recall the symptoms I’d read about when I’d researched the condition, back when I’d thought maybe Dad had it.

      As soon as the thought of Dad crossed my mind, I had my hand in my pocket, and my fingers closed around my cell. I wanted to call him and apologize for lying to him just to meet up with someone who was displaying clear signs of insanity.

      My fingers froze against the smooth surface of the cell. How could I explain any of it to Dad? I’d lied to him for some time alone with the boy who was spitting vitriol at me.

      I’d opened myself up to Clay in ways that I’d known my father would disapprove of. I’d actually thought that Clay and I could have something special, something more than just friendship, and here he was tearing me to pieces in return.

      How could I tell my father any of that, without him hating me for my choices?

      My only choice was to face Clay and his anger alone, but I didn’t know how.

      I couldn’t believe that he’d brought me to the park that had special meaning to him just to rip me apart. I wanted to leave, to find a place that was just mine where I could hide away from him. His words and the glare he cast me were so contrary to his actions only moments earlier that it had knocked the wind from me. I was left confused and helpless.

      Even as the word, helpless, trickled into my mind with the array of weaknesses it implied, I fought against it with anger. I wasn’t, and never had been, weak. I wouldn’t allow him to bring me to my knees so fast. My back straightened and a new energy course through me.

      “You tricked me,” he said, his eyes darkened with his hatred. The sting of his words hit me as if they were physical blows. “Is this all part of your scheme?”

      “What scheme?” My own anger bubbled away within me. His words were sharp and intended to inflict pain, but I wouldn’t allow myself to be fragile. I would show him I had claws too. I could attack as hard as him.

      “There are a thousand ways you could have got me alone for whatever you have planned,” he said. “But that wasn’t enough for you was it? You had to make me like you. Why did you have to make me care?”

      “I didn’t make you do anything.” The words ripped from me in a desperate cry as the will to fight him left me. “I like you, Clay, that’s it. At least, I thought I did.”

      The undeniable truth struck me. When it came to Clay, I was vulnerable.

      I hadn’t understood how thoroughly I had allowed him into my heart until he chose to break it.

      “You were the one who wanted to be alone together so badly!” My voice was a terrible wail, and yet I couldn’t stop the words from rushing from me. “You were the one who asked me out repeatedly!”

      An unusual tingle began to build under the skin of my fingers, and I clenched my fists to get rid of it. What was wrong with me?

      “I gave in to what you wanted!” My body raged hotter with every word. Was it all just a nightmare? Would I wake up and find it was the morning before our date and I’d dreamt about the worst possible situation?

      The new heat racing around my body proved it wasn’t just a dream.

      His eyes swept over my body, stopping on my hair briefly before meeting my gaze. “How can you walk around and just pretend you’re normal? You sicken me! You and all of your kind.”

      “My kind?” I asked. “What does that even mean?”

      “Nonhuman filth,” he growled.

      “I was wrong.” I straightened my back. “You’re not just crazy, you’re a certified lunatic.”

      “There is nothing wrong with me,” he snapped. “Nothing at all. You, however . . . You are not normal. I should know. I’ve seen things. Things that look normal but aren’t. Evil things. Some that masquerade as a human, and some that don’t even bother to try. They’re all around us, and it’s my job to destroy each and every one. Mine and my family, and I take great pleasure in it.”

      Even if the threat in his words hadn’t been clear, the fury in his tone made it crystal. I took another step away from him. He needed professional medical help. That much was growing more certain with every word he uttered.

      “I am human,” I growled, astounded by the absurdity of having to say it out loud.

      The instant the words were free though, seeds of doubt took root in my mind. The certainty in his claims and flashes of past conversations with Dad made me question my own history.

      “And I’m not evil,” I added in a whisper. Of that I was certain.

      He advanced on me, his dark eyes staring deep into mine, and his nostrils flaring with rage. “You’re not human! Humans don’t have purple eyes and temperatures that high.”

      The tears that had threatened earlier now filled my eyes and spilled down my cheeks. I retreated from him until my back was pressed against the trunk of one of the very trees I’d found peace among earlier.

      Now, that same grove was my prison—forcing me to face Clay’s venomous rant.

      “I’m not evil,” I whispered again through my tears, more to convince myself. I didn’t know what Clay thought I was or could be, but I knew that I wouldn’t intentionally hurt anyone.

      I couldn’t.

      My tears disarmed Clay a little. His breaths grew steadier, and he reached out for me. Despite the temptation to step forward and allow him to erase it all with a comforting touch, I didn’t move closer to him. I couldn’t.

      I’d opened myself up to him, and he’d ripped me to pieces.

      At the last minute, he clenched his fist and dropped his hand back to his side.

      “You’re a monster,” he said. The anger from moments before had left his voice, leaving the emptiness of defeat.

      “I’m not,” I murmured as my gaze fell to the ground. “I’m really not.” I lifted my eyes to his one last time. I could see a thousand conflicting emotions buried deep within him.

      One thing was sure: he believed there was something I was hiding from him. I reached for him, and he recoiled from me.

      “What are you?” he asked again in a broken voice.

      I couldn’t face the accusations printed on his face anymore. Couldn’t face the hurt I’d caused even if I didn’t know how.

      “I’m . . .” I couldn’t answer because my mind was filled with all of the things Dad had taught me. The secrets he’d kept hidden from me. The way he’d always avoided my questions whenever I’d tried to find out more about Mom. For almost as long as I could remember, I’d wanted to know the cause of her death when I was only an infant. I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. “I’m just me.”

      He squeezed his eyes shut tightly, causing his brow to furrow, blocking his emotions from me. He blew out a deep breath and turned away. “I wish I knew what that meant.”

      I didn’t think the statement was meant for my ears, but the words seeped into my mind, and before I could stop myself, I responded. “Me too.”

      He stood with his back facing me and his chest heaving as the adrenaline-fueled anger seemed to burn itself out. Unable to look at him any longer, I used his turned back as my chance to escape. Without a backward glance, I fled from the sanctuary of the trees.

      “Evie, wait!” I heard him calling from behind me.

      I didn’t stop. There were no words he could say to erase what had happened. Nothing could stop the flow of thoughts rushing through me or the fear that maybe he was right. With each step, I could only hope my legs, and my desperate desire to be anywhere else, would be enough to carry me far from him.

      I ran as fast as I could, not even stopping when I reached the road. I needed my own safe harbor away from the conflict in his eyes, and from the dreadful sting of his words.

      My heart ached as a new sensation gripped it. The fires, so newly ignited, overwhelmed me until they were choking my lungs and squeezing my heart. It was like my chest had been torn in two. Worst of all were the whispered promises of the boy that I’d thought I might have been able to fall in love with chasing me as I ran.
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      After running from the park, from the magnolia trees and the bitter accusations Clay had hurled at me after our first kiss, I wanted to do something to prove him wrong. I stopped at a pharmacy on the way home and bought four different types of thermometers, determined to prove that I was normal even though my life had been anything but.

      When I got home, I was still alone. Dad was apparently still running his own errands. I knew he didn’t expect me for almost an hour, so I figured I had time to gather my thoughts before he returned full of questions about my “study group.”

      Clay’s words simmered within me as I unwrapped each of the devices I’d bought. One by one, each thermometer confirmed his assessment; my temperature ranged between 113 and 115 each time I tested it.

      There was something wrong with me.

      At the thought, my stomach heaved. Struggling to understand what such a high temperature could mean, I retched violently. Pulling myself unsteadily to my feet, I raced to the bathroom just in time to lose the contents of my stomach.

      He’s wrong.

      He has to be wrong.

      After my stomach had settled as much as it could, I returned to my bedroom and threw myself onto my bed. Lying on my stomach, I fired up the laptop Dad and I shared. I was intent on finding a reasonable explanation for a temperature as high as mine. There had to be some sort of medical condition or something similar that caused my fever—I was certain of it. It made more sense than Clay’s accusations, which would have been utterly ludicrous if not for the niggling doubt over the multitude of secrets Dad had kept over the years.

      After half an hour of research, I came to one blinding conclusion. Clay was right. He’d said that I wasn’t normal, and he was right. According to every website I read, my temperature should have been high enough to kill me. I shuddered at the thought.

      There was no logical explanation for me being conscious with such a high fever. Yet, aside from the horrid twisting in the pit of my stomach, I didn’t feel sick. If anything, I was more alive than ever before. It was as if Clay had awakened something within me that relished the newfound heat in my body—a part of me that even now longed for the touch of his hand in mine.

      Annoyed with the result of my research and burning with the need to destroy something, I slammed my laptop lid shut. When the soft click didn’t offer enough destruction for me, I picked up the stupid thing and pitched it across the room. The computer smacked into the wall with a bang that echoed through the space. The impact left a dent before the laptop fell to the floor in pieces.

      All of the theories and information I’d read online circled around in my head and a flood of wild hypotheses rushed through me. Rolling onto my back, I tried to silence my mind. I needed concrete answers, not conjecture, and there was only one person who might have them. For the first time, I wasn’t going to back down if Dad refused to answer me. There was no way I would accept omissions and lies any longer.

      I spent the next hour lying in bed trying to slow my racing mind while listening intently for Dad’s truck. During the time spent alone—after checking my temperature another twelve times—I’d only grown more concerned. Maybe Clay was right about everything. Maybe I wasn’t human, and Dad had known it all along. Was that the reason we’d been running for as long as I could remember?

      Was I a lab experiment?

      A monster?

      A freak?

      The moment the whine of Dad’s truck hit our street, I stormed out to confront him. I would not let one more day pass by without getting answers.

      When I saw him standing in the kitchen with arms full of groceries, I saw red.

      “What am I?” I snapped, trying to leave him no room to doubt my certainty that I was something other.

      When the bags he’d been carrying smashed to the ground, it was clear that he’d heard the question and understood the implications behind it. Ignoring the mess on the floor, he spun in place to face me. His unsteady gaze met mine, but he didn’t say anything.

      I took a step closer. “What am I?”

      His face drained of color as he stared at me with wide eyes. His mouth opened and closed a few times silently before he bowed his head.

      “You’re my daughter,” he whispered after a stifling moment, as if that was even close to the answer I’d been looking for.

      “But what am I?”

      “It’s hard to explain, Evie.” His voice was almost silent.

      I wanted to shake him and demand he tell me more. Now. “Try!”

      “I’ve wanted to tell you everything, but I wanted you to be old enough to understand before I did.”

      I shook my head vigorously to stop his excuses. “You’ve been lying to me!” The blood just beneath the surface of my skin boiled. The sensation in my fingertips from earlier returned in force, bringing with it a burn that raced across the skin of my hands and up my arms. The air around my skin hissed with steam. “All of my life, you’ve lied to me!”

      “No,” he said with conviction. “I’ve never ever lied to you. I just . . . haven’t told you everything. How could I? It was too dangerous for you to know the truth.”

      “Which is?” I wanted to make it clear that I was not going to back down. I would no longer accept half-truths and diversions. It was time I learned exactly why we’d been running and who we were running from.

      “It’s still too dang—”

      I cut him off with a glare. “I need to know. You owe me that much.”

      “Evie, I—”

      Betrayal tasted bitter on my tongue. The acrid flavor burned my throat and turned my stomach. “No. You have one chance to explain to me why I shouldn’t walk out this door right now.”

      “It’s a long story. I’m not sure I even know where to begin.”

      “Then I’m leaving.” My tone left no room for argument.

      He argued anyway. “Please, Evie. I did what I did for you. I wanted you to have a normal life.”

      “Normal?” I wasn’t normal anymore. Had I ever been?

      He twisted away from me, taking a step away as he added, “As normal as possible.”

      “Don’t hide this from me anymore. I need some real answers!” I slapped my hand against the kitchen counter to emphasize my point. The laminate boiled and blistered beneath my fingers. Tendrils of smoke curled around the blackened outline of my handprint. “What the hell?” I squeaked as I stared at the counter in shock and nursed my hands carefully as a lingering burn pricked them like pins and needles.

      Dad turned toward me at the sound, and I blocked his view of the newly marred surface. I didn’t want to give him the chance to change the subject. Right when I thought I would only end up with questions chasing the answers from my mind, he started to speak. His voice was shattered and sharp. “I met your mother when we were both living in London, back when I was studying to be a doctor. I saw her in a café, and it was love at first sight. Well, for me, at least. I thought she might feel the same way, but she remained aloof.”

      He lifted his gaze to look at me, and I nodded in encouragement. He hadn’t given me much information, but I didn’t need to hear this part. The story of how they’d met was familiar enough; he’d told it often over the years. I hoped he was moving toward the truth in his own way, so I remained silent, trying to calm myself and cool down as I waited for him to continue.

      “Over time, we developed an easy friendship, and I found out that she was studying there too. Ancient mythology.”

      He smiled at the memory of Mom, and his amber eyes shone a little brighter. For a fraction of a second, his lips curled up into a smile before falling again. It broke my heart to see glimpses of the man he used to be peeking through his constant melancholy. It also made it that much harder for me to stay angry with him. As the anger slipped away, it allowed the creeping fear I’d been fighting off to seep into its place. Only my blood didn’t cool, it began to heat—even more than it had with my anger. I bit my lip to stop myself from whimpering and silently begged Dad to get to the point.

      “I teased her for choosing an ‘easy’ subject. But I didn’t know then how personal and important it was for her.”

      Why would it be important? Tell me!

      “One day”—he sighed as though lost in regret—“our friendship shifted into something more. I still can’t say for sure who made the first move, but one minute we were talking, and the next, we kissed. From the moment our lips met, her skin grew hotter and hotter. It didn’t stop until she was burning up.”

      I nodded. This part of the story I knew now, having experienced it myself. I hadn’t known Mom had gone through the same thing at one time. Had the same fear that held me without relief once gripped her as tightly? The thought traveled the years until I felt closer to the woman I’d never known than I ever had before.

      “She pulled away and whispered, ‘No, not now.’ I had no idea what she was talking about, but I worried about her regardless. All I knew was that her skin was far warmer than it should’ve been. She was feverish, and I couldn’t help worrying about her well-being.”

      His words, filled with concern, reminded me of Clay’s much harsher ones. I couldn’t help wondering why Dad’s first reaction was that Mom might have been sick when Clay had automatically assumed it was because I was a . . .

      . . . a monster.

      A freak.

      “I tried like mad to get her to go see a doctor. The next few minutes were some of the worst of my life to that point. I was even trying to plan the best way to cool her down and the quickest route to the hospital, but she’d held up a hand and silenced me. What she’d told me next was impossible for me to understand. I was a man of science and medicine, not lore and legend. She told me about a world full of myth—of magic and make-believe—that challenged me to my very core. Despite my inability to comprehend it all, there was no reasonable explanation for the fever that gripped her. Other than the heat of her skin, she was perfectly healthy.”

      I swallowed down a growing lump in my throat as all the parallels between his story and my own afternoon struck me.

      Dad continued, “She told me the legend of her family: a story that spanned back countless generations. She didn’t know it all, but she had taught herself enough. She told me the legend of the great sunbird and how your ancestors came to be.”

      My hands shook as the weight of his statement crushed in on me. The beginning of his story seemed to confirm Clay’s assertions. Was it possible that I wasn’t human? That information was more than I’d expected when I’d confronted Dad. Despite the fears I’d had while I was alone, having it somewhat confirmed only made it more confusing.

      “The story goes that the sunbird used to watch over her lands from on high. From her lofty perch, she was forced to witness the destruction of her beloved city. She cried in agony over the damage that had been inflicted on her people, but she could do nothing to help them. When she was finally able to land in the ravaged city, it was little more than a wasteland. Over the ruins, she shed seven tears. Each individual tear blossomed into a child. In those seven children, she left a piece of herself, gifting them with the power they would need to ensure the continued survival of the sunbird’s people.  These children became the protectorate. Whenever the city was in danger, the protectorate rose to destroy the enemy and rebuild once more.”

      What Dad was describing didn’t sound like evil. How could that make me a monster who deserved to be “wiped from the earth” as Clay had suggested?

      “Over the years, the sunbird’s people mixed with the inhabitants of the lands around them. Eventually, her people were so scattered that the protectorates’ importance ceased. But the descendants of those seven children continued to be something more than human.”

      The words “more than human” chilled me to the bone.

      “And Mom was . . .” I trailed off, completely out of my depth in a land of what should have been make-believe. I had worried that Clay was suffering at the hands of his father, but now I was being introduced to the impossible and wondered what might have actually caused his injuries. To monsters and myths and a world that shouldn’t exist.

      He nodded. “And so are you.”

      “But how can you know that I am?” I asked, risking a glance at the still smoldering counter. Was I really going to try to deny that there was something more to my sudden heat? I had never run a temperature so high before, and certainly not when I wasn’t sick. Something had shifted. Changed.

      Something to do with Clay.

      “Because you’ve been special since the day you—” His breath hitched as the weight of the information he was about to share stole his voice. He squeezed his eyes shut, pausing for longer than I wanted him to.

      Biting my tongue to stop myself from demanding more information, I waited with my heart in my throat for him to continue.

      “Each descendant of the sunbird can only ever bear one child, and only in very particular circumstances.” His eyes brimmed with unshed tears. “Your mother told me upfront that she would never have children. Not while she was alive.”

      “What are you saying?” I asked, not wanting to believe the thought gripping my heart. I didn’t want him to say more, but I needed him to. The information he’d given me was impossible. He had to be lying. It was more than I’d ever hoped for but it led to more questions. Would I ever get the answers I needed? Something to confirm I wasn’t a freak.

      “You . . .” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he paused and swallowed hard. “You were born as a result of your mother’s death. The firefighters found you among the ashes.”

      I stepped back until I was pressed against the counter behind me to stop myself crumbling to the floor.
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      “She died in a fire?” I asked.

      “No,” Dad whispered. The memory must have stolen his voice as his eyes grew slick with unshed tears. “She was murdered.”

      My knees buckled under me, and my thoughts whirled rapidly inside my head. The sudden influx of knowledge, given all at once and after the events with Clay, was too much for me to handle.

      “Why?” I barely recognized my own voice.

      “Someone who didn’t know her—the loving, vibrant woman I knew—thought she’d hurt their family, or that she might one day. I didn’t know at the time though. It wasn’t until later, when they tried to take you too, that I finally understood how deadly they could truly be.”

      A thousand and one new questions popped into my head with every answer he’d given so far. My stomach heaved again, and I fell against the counter, ignoring the slowly cooling stain I’d left before. Twisting around, I leaned over the laminate to rest my forehead against the cold metal around the sink as I tried to comprehend the full horror of his words.

      “Are you okay, Evie?” Dad raced over to me and touched my arm.

      His fingers brushed across my skin before he jerked his hand away as if burned.

      “You’re burning up,” he murmured. “What happened today?”

      Clay’s face flashed into my mind. The hatred that had poured from his mouth filled my ears. I’d never kept secrets from Dad before, not of this nature, but shame forced me to hide my meeting with Clay from him. I met his eyes and told him the worst lie I could imagine. “Nothing.”

      “Evie, there are dangerous people in this world.”

      I nodded. I’d seen that lesson firsthand, and Clay had only lashed out with his words. What could he have done if he’d attacked me?

      Dad brushed my hair to one side. The fingers of his other hand brushed across the damage on the counter, but he didn’t comment on it. “Not everyone understands. Some people will hurt you because of what they think you are.”

      Clay’s voice echoed in my mind. “You’re a monster.”

      “They won’t take the time to get to know you,” Dad continued.

      My stomach twisted again. Will Clay want to hurt me now?

      He’d said something about it being his job to destroy the evil things in the world.

      Does he think I’m evil? I thought about the mark I’d left on the kitchen counter.

      Am I evil?

      Doubt crept into my mind. If I could do that with such a quick, angered slap, what damage could I do if I actually tried? Confusion swirled in me and added to the mess of my emotions. I didn’t know what I was anymore; I didn’t even know who I was.

      Dad continued to stroke my hair tenderly while my mind spun again.

      “That’s why I’ve always had to be so careful,” he said. “If anything happened to you, I don’t know what I would do. You were the one who helped keep me together and alive after your mom . . .”

      I leaned into his touch. “I know. I love you, Dad.”

      “I love you too, Evie. And so would your mother. She would be so proud of the woman you’re becoming.”

      He kissed my hair softly before moving away from me. Without another word, he trudged to the broken pile of groceries and bent down to clean it up. He paused as he hovered over the mess.

      “Are you sure nothing happened today?” he asked.

      I knew he wondered why I had suddenly confronted him the way I had. He had to know that something caused my sudden burst of certainty that he’d been lying to me. No doubt the heat of my skin also proved something for him.

      I lifted my head off the counter. “I was with the study group when I started to run a fever. I, uh, left straight away, and when I got home, I checked my temperature. It was too high . . . I knew it wasn’t normal.” I hated lying to him, but what was the alternative? If I admitted what I’d done, his trust would be broken, and once again, we’d be fleeing town without looking back. I didn’t want that. I liked where we lived now.

      If I told him that someone knew our secrets—or at least knew that I wasn’t human—I was certain he wouldn’t even give me the chance to pack before we were back on the road. I didn’t want that, at least not yet. There was so much I needed to work through before that could happen. I wanted to talk to Clay and to have my say, just as desperately as I needed to never see him again.

      “Are you sure that’s all it is?” he asked. The doubt in his voice made my stomach roll and sent bile racing up my throat.

      I turned to look in his eyes. At some point in the last few hours, our roles had reversed. He was being completely honest, for perhaps the first time ever, and I had repaid that honesty with deliberate lies. For no other reason than to have a second chance to talk to a boy I liked. A boy who now hated me.

      I dropped my chin to my chest and shook my head.

      “There was a boy.” Tears pricked my eyes as I thought of the rejection I’d suffered at Clay’s hand.

      “What happened?”

      “He . . . we kissed.”

      His eyelids sank over his eyes, blocking his thoughts from me as he considered my words. “And?” he whispered finally.

      “And that’s when it happened.” My tears started to fall, wetting my cheeks.

      It was evident Dad was out of his depth as he watched me fall to pieces in front of him. He gathered himself enough to draw me into his embrace and allowed me to cry against his chest. Stroking my hair to try to calm me down, he murmured words of comfort against the top of my head.

      “He said he knew I wasn’t human.” My voice issued as a shrill wail and sobs overtook my body. Once the floodgates to the pain of Clay’s words had opened, I couldn’t restrain my tears or my voice. “He told me I was a monster. That I was evil. Am I evil, Daddy?”

      Dad’s arms locked tight around me as I’d issued the words. He didn’t answer my fear. His heart rate sped up, thumping a rapid beat beneath the cheek I rested on his chest. In response, my temperature soared. Dad leaped away from me, a look of pain and regret flashing in the depths of his amber eyes. It was obvious my touch had burned him.

      I can’t even be comforted anymore. I am a freak.

      Tears rushed to my eyes in response, but I pushed them down as my concern over Dad’s fear grew. Instead of mentioning my heat, Dad stared around the kitchen. The familiar determination he showed with every demand for us to move grew at a rapid pace. “We have to leave,” he bit out. “Now!”

      I’d half expected the words, but the genuine terror infused in them frightened me more than ever.

      I hadn’t even fully accepted the statement before Dad raced around the kitchen. In his usual efficient manner, he grabbed the most important things and tossed them into a duffle bag he’d produced from the bottom of the pantry.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “There is only one way he could have known about what you are. He’s part of the Rain.”

      “Rain? What’s that?” Just when the rush of knowledge I’d received was starting to make sense, I found a whole new level of confusion buried beneath. Dad’s urgency and reaction were more than enough to inspire terror over the word though.

      “They’re an organization that believes it is their responsibility to eradicate all ‘monsters’ to keep the Earth pure.” Dad had moved into the living room as he’d spoken.

      A few months earlier, his statement would probably have drawn a laugh from me, but with my newfound knowledge, it was too much to bear.

      “Unfortunately, they have a broad definition of the word,” Dad continued.

      “You’re a monster.” Clay’s words flooded through me again as the implication of the afternoon became more apparent. I couldn’t understand my new reality. I’d been dealt a death sentence by an entire group of people I didn’t even know purely because I was a little different.

      In a daze, I followed a few steps behind Dad as he haphazardly threw stuff into the bag.

      “H—How do you know that?” I asked.

      “They tried to get at you when you were younger,” he said. Even though there was a resignation in his voice, there was anger there too. “And I’ve never had the proof, but I’m positive they were responsible for . . . for your mother.” His voice caught in his throat as he spoke about Mom.

      Dad’s words and thoughts of Clay’s anger rushed through my mind.

      “It’s my job to destroy each and every one.” Clay had issued the words just a few hours earlier, and yet they whispered around me as if they’d just been uttered anew. I no longer needed to consider whether I wanted to see him again. Doing so would be signing my own death warrant. Dad was right—we needed to go. Now.

      I was thankful I’d never shown Clay which house was mine, but even as the thought struck me, panic clawed at my throat. Would he come after me? Would Louise? Clay might not have known the exact house, but he knew which neighborhood I was in. How long would it really take him to hunt me down if he wanted to?

      The injuries I’d seen him sporting. The absences from school. The way Louise and he seemed to communicate without the need for words sometimes. Was that all part of what he was? Was that part of his apparent purpose?

      A worse thought struck then. Would my actions end up hurting Dad?

      The heat radiating from me filled the living room to the point that it was stifling, and I found it hard to breathe.

      Dad stopped his mad packing and looked over at me. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m scared,” I admitted in a quiet murmur.

      Dropping everything in his hands, he closed the distance between us and wrapped me in his arms. “Me too, honey. Me too. We’re going to get through this though, the only way we can. Together. Are you with me?”

      I nodded as he cupped my cheek.

      “Then go get packed, we’ll leave in ten minutes.” He’d recommenced his mad scramble before he’d even finished speaking.

      “Dad, this boy . . . he knows where we live. I mean, not our house but the neighborhood.”

      “Does he know your cell number?”

      I couldn’t answer him, but my silence must have made it clear enough for him.

      “Give me your cell. He might try to track it.”

      I fished it from my pocket. As I did, the screen displayed a number of missed calls and texts from Clay. My hands were so hot, the plastic twisted to my touch, and I dropped it on the floor.

      Dad didn’t even look at the screen as he lifted the cell. Without stopping, he threw it into the sink and drowned it under the tap. “Get the essentials, we’re leaving now.”

      With a speed I had never mustered before, I raced to my bedroom and grabbed my still-packed clothes. I didn’t wait to pack my dirty things separately, just shoving them in on top. I didn’t even get changed like I normally would. Less than a minute later, I was waiting and ready to leave.

      “Your hair, Evie,” Dad hissed as I went to pull open the front door.

      “What?”

      “Your hair. To anyone who knows what to look for, it’s a sign of what you are.”

      “And what is that exactly?” He’d told me the story and reassured me I wasn’t evil, but he’d never given a name to what I was.

      He didn’t even pause before saying, “A phoenix.”
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      As we drove through the town, I didn’t watch for license plates of cars acting suspiciously. Instead, I kept my eyes open for Clay’s car. I didn’t imagine an unknown stranger some distance behind us; I pictured Clay breathing down my neck.

      Unlike when we fled New Jersey, I didn’t pout and wish things were different. I wanted to be gone. I had to get away from Clay and free myself of the cords he’d wrapped around my heart in a few short months. My day had begun with a desire to spend some time alone with him. Now, I never wanted to see him again.

      “I’ll keep you safe, Evie,” Dad said eventually. “We’ll find a town we can—”

      “No,” I cut him off. “We don’t need to settle. We don’t need to stop. I understand it all now. I get it. I need you to teach me everything you know.”

      Although Dad had tried to keep me safe by hiding the truth, I wondered whether knowledge would’ve been power for me. If I’d known about the Rain, and the truth about myself, sooner I might’ve seen the warning signs of Clay’s actions.

      Puppy love had signed my death warrant, and now my life would never be the same again.
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      I was halfway up my drive when I saw them.

      The three delicate star-shaped flowers rested against my doorstep. Magnolias; wrapped in soft cream paper. A sure sign the one person from my past who knew my secrets had found me.

      The one who wanted me dead.

      I froze as a prickle crept along my nape. My fingers curled into a fist and the air around me warmed by a few degrees; my body’s natural reaction to stress.

      On any other doorstep, the bouquet might’ve been nothing more than a well-intended gift. On mine, it was the sign of something far more sinister.

      My gaze traveled the length of the road, scrutinizing each of the cars parked nearby. Was someone watching me? A spark of heat leaped into my fingertips. I flexed my fingers so the heat didn’t bite into my palm.

      Clay can’t be here  . . . Can he?

      If it was Clay though, how did he find me? How could that even be possible?

      Neither Dad nor I had the slightest suspicion that danger lurked nearby. If we had, we would’ve been miles away long before the flowers could have turned up. We were usually adept at avoiding exposure.

      We had to be. It could prove deadly otherwise.

      The tiny hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention as it hit me. It was absolutely possible it was Clay. It was what he did after all.

      Hunt.

      Kill.

      Destroy.

      My skin flushed with heat; warming until the air around me hissed. I clenched my jaw as my heart thumped harder and my skin sizzled.

      Despite that, my stomach fluttered with the recollection of what those flowers represented. The things Clay had once meant to me before the afternoon we had walked together beneath a canopy of white magnolias.

      That was when everything changed.

      When I’d learned he wanted to kill me, not date me.

      A shudder raced down my spine.

      Pushing the memories aside, I scanned the houses around me. My gaze trailed over the windows. I watched each one for a second, trying to see the telltale fluttering of curtains or shutters snapping closed when my eyes fell onto them. Once I had reassured myself there was no one watching, I bent to examine the floral package in more depth.

      They weren’t a gift. I was certain of that much. Clay wouldn’t give someone like me flowers. Only, nothing else made sense. From what I understood about his family, the flowers couldn’t have been a threat.

      After all, people . . . monsters like me didn’t get warnings.

      Only death.

      I reached out and pushed the paper aside to see if there was a card or note anywhere on the offering. The flowers started to wilt, so I drew my hand away and gave my fingers a gentle shake before clenching them into a fist.

      Calm down, Evie.

      In an attempt to follow my own advice, I took a deep breath and released it slowly. With each new breath, I concentrated on slowing the pace of the blood racing through my body.

      It was possible it was nothing to worry about. Simply a gift from an overly friendly neighbor. It made more sense than the possibility that Clay had found me and left a gift. Maybe it was just a coincidence that someone selected that particular type of flower. It wasn’t as if magnolias belonged solely to Clay.

      I wasn’t sure I believed in coincidences that significant though.

      Especially considering that Dad and I had already been in the house for a little over two weeks and were careful about timing our comings and goings to avoid too much attention. Who would have become interested enough in those fleeting glimpses to leave flowers?

      Still, I was determined not to panic . . . yet.

      When I was confident I’d calmed myself enough to investigate without destroying the flowers, I leaned forward and pulled the paper away to examine both sides.

      Blank.

      I folded up the paper and pushed it into the pocket of my jeans before reaching for the flowers and standing with them in my hands.

      Turning back toward the street once more, I scanned the whole street to ensure I hadn’t missed anything. I swallowed down my fear when I saw it was still empty.

      There was such a thing as being too cautious after all. It was just as dangerous to overreact and uproot our existence so soon after settling again. Until I could understand the reason behind the flowers, there was no point taking any drastic action. Dad would probably disagree with me, especially considering his reaction to Clay the last time. What he didn’t know couldn’t hurt him though. If it turned out to be something that we needed to worry about, he’d be the first person I told.

      Once I was satisfied that it still appeared that nothing was amiss on the street, I took the flowers inside the house.

      “Evie, is that you?” Dad’s voice came from somewhere deep in the darkness of the house.

      Who else would it be? I thought before I caught another glimpse of the flowers in my hand. Maybe that’s a bad question.

      On the day we’d moved in, we’d drawn every curtain in the house. None of them had been pulled back since. It was the only way to shield us from prying eyes. The fact that the lights were off—having no electricity alleviated our choice in the matter—only added to the darkness inside so it was hard to make out anything in the abyss that made up the living area of the house. At least until my eyes adjusted.

      “Yeah,” I answered, reaching my free hand up to rake off the dark-brown wig that hid the true color of my hair, an array of gold, reds, and copper tones all resting side by side. Even though the wig bothered me more often than not, I had to keep my hair hidden. When I wore it loose, it framed my face in flame-like curls that made it easy to identify what I was for anyone who knew what they were looking for. I pulled out the hairtie before shaking loose the braid I’d set before leaving the house that morning.

      My eyes were still adjusting to the darkness when Dad came out from the kitchen with a dishtowel in his hands. His chestnut hair was pulled up into spiked peaks. He’d obviously been rubbing his wet fingers through it—a clear sign his nerves were still frayed over my leaving the house each day for my job. A pang of guilt rushed through me, but I suppressed it. I had a tiny slice of normality in my life again, and I wasn’t willing to give that up. Not when Dad would just find something new to stress over anyway.

      He smiled at me. “Good day at work?”

      “Dad, I’m a cashier in a tiny variety store that has almost no customers. I’m pretty sure it’s safe to say that no days are good days at work.”

      “I don’t know why you do it,” he said, reigniting the same argument we’d had since I’d insisted on getting a job. “I’ve shown you the basics of how I’ve survived for the last seventeen years on the run. You don’t need to take the risk of going to a job you hate every day.”

      I bit back a sigh of frustration as I followed him into the kitchen. It was the same old story. I might have been nineteen, but I would always be his little girl. “I can’t just sit around and do nothing for the rest of my life.”

      “At least you’ll have a life if you do,” he whispered with just enough volume for me to hear.

      “I’m taking all of the precautions I need to,” I said as I got closer to him, pointing to my eyes to remind him that I was wearing my brown contacts.

      Over the last few years since learning the truth about my heritage, I’d taken to covering my most distinctive features whenever possible. My lilac irises and unusual hair signaled what I was to anyone who knew what to look for. Back in high school, before I’d known the truth, I’d secured my hair away from my face and covered with a hat or hoodie at Dad’s insistence. Except for when I was at school, I’d rarely left the house without dark sunglasses. I never allowed people to get close enough to look at my eyes.

      Almost never.

      After the situation with Clay in my senior year, I’d switched to wigs and contacts when more personal contact was required. Covering up was the only way I could conceal my true identity—the one that signed my death warrant before I was even born.

      For the last two years, ever since discovering the truth, I’d tried to find the best way to hide in plain sight. I’d even gone as far as dying my hair once. Only the advertised “permanent hair color” had completely washed away as I’d rinsed. “As far as anyone that comes into the shop is aware, I’m just a regular brunette.”

      He frowned for a moment, but seemingly understood that it would be yet another argument if he pushed it any further. “Dinner will be ready in ten minutes,” he said, indicating with a nod of his head the small pan resting over an open fire in the kitchen.

      If the owner of the house saw it, they’d probably have a conniption. That was why it was easier to squat in empty houses than have an actual landlord. Knowing the truth about the reason we were on the run made things like this easier for Dad. There was a time when he’d had to organize genuine rentals and set up all of the utilities to maintain the façade that we were simply a normal family who moved a lot. Nowadays, the facade was meaningless.

      Thinking of the flowers in my hands, there was something else I needed to know— whether he’d seen anything suspicious. “Did anyone come by today?”

      Dad turned back toward me with a confused expression. “No. Why?”

      I glanced down at the flowers, having a fresh debate over whether or not I should warn Dad. “No reason,” I said.

      When I reached my room, I dropped my wig onto the dresser and set the flowers beside it. Then I reached for the box of matches I kept in front of the mirror in order to illuminate the room. In truth, I could’ve used my own abilities to ignite the candle wick, but it took too much concentration to be that precise. My head was too full of Clay. Without that precision, I would end up with a melted ball of wax rather than helpful light.

      After lighting two candles, I collected the flowers again and sat on the end of the bed. It was ridiculous that the tiny bouquet could set my nerves on edge so thoroughly. Everything about them reminded me of a different life. One that was simpler in many ways, mostly because Dad had sheltered me from the truth back then. It was a time before I’d known about the darker elements of the world. Before I’d learned the truth about the secrets that Dad had hidden from me; a time when I hadn’t known why I needed to look over my shoulder.

      The scent issuing from the magnolias was enough to take me back to a warm spring afternoon in Ohio. Alone and away from Dad’s inquisitive gaze, I allowed myself a moment to revisit the time when I’d walked hand and hand with my high school crush as we’d joked and laughed with each other.

      When it was just me and Clay.

      For those stolen moments, the rest of the world—his twin sister especially—didn’t exist to spoil things for us. An absent-minded smile stole across my lips as I took a deep breath of the scent and relived that happy memory.

      Then, just like it had years before, the consequences of that promising afternoon followed and chased my happiness away.

      Who could have guessed puppy love could be so disastrous?

      I probably should have thanked him for his hurtful comments that afternoon, because they helped me to discover the truth. It was a tough lesson, but I wouldn’t go back to not knowing again because Dad and I were closer now than ever before.

      As the memories turned sour, I sat with the offending flowers in my hand. In the candlelight. The pure white petals were stark against my olive skin. The now-familiar instinct to flee built within me. Within half an hour Dad and I could be back on the road heading away from Charlotte, North Carolina. Destination: anywhere else.

      All it would take was one word.

      We were still recovering from our most recent move though. Besides, I didn’t want to leave again yet—not until I was certain about the danger we might face. If Clay truly had found us here, when we’d been so careful, he would be able to find us wherever we went.

      It could be a coincidence, I reminded myself again as I threw the flowers down next to the one personal item I had in the room—a gilt photo frame containing a picture of Mom and Dad, taken during their time at a university in England. It was the one keepsake I ensured I took with me from each house.

      Sparing a glance at the photo, I was struck again by how much I looked like my mother. We shared the same almond-shaped eyes, olive skin, and fiery hair. Even the shades of lilac that flickered in our eyes were all but identical. It was impossible not to wonder whether her fate would be mine too.

      Some days, it seemed inevitable.

      I clenched my fingers before stretching them out again, trying to shake the pin pricks that raced over my skin. Then I crossed to the window and pulled back the blind. My stomach twisted at the thought as I scanned the street again.

      If it’s wasn’t him though, who could it be?

      Trying to force thoughts of the past out of my mind for a few hours, I headed out to be social with Dad until bedtime. My night would be overtaken with memories of the object of my schoolgirl crush.

      Then again, I rarely had dreams that weren’t filled with Clay Jacobs.
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