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CHAPTER 1
 

The thrill of having a summer job wore off about fifteen minutes after Emily Morgan started working. She’d had two customers all day. The sports complex was such a joke. No wonder she hadn’t had any competition for this job.

It wasn’t even a sports complex, not really. Mini-golf that no one wanted to play when it was a hundred degrees outside. Batting cages that no one would use until school started up in the fall. She probably wouldn’t see another soul until after five, when the white-collar dads showed up to use the driving range in a last-ditch effort to avoid going home to screaming kids.

Even then, in this heat, she’d be lucky if there were many.

Ugh, her hair was already plastered to her neck. Days like these, she wished she had enough power to do more than stir up a gentle breeze.

Then she choked off that thought.

She knew what happened to kids with power.

Besides, sitting here wasn’t so bad. She worked the shop alone, so she could blast the entire sound tracks to Rent and Les Mis and sing along, and no one would give a crap. She didn’t have to watch her brother Tyler light insects on fire with a magnifying glass and a sunbeam, like he’d done last summer. She didn’t have to listen to her parents argue.

She could count the days until she turned eighteen.

Until she could get away from her family.

The shop door creaked and rattled, sticking in the humidity. Emily straightened, excited for a customer, for someone—anyone —to break up this cruel monotony.

Anyone but Michael Merrick.

For a second, she entertained the thought of diving behind the counter.

Real mature, Em.

But her hands were slick against the glass casing.

It wasn’t that he looked all that intimidating. He’d be starting his senior year this fall, just like she would, but sometime over the last six months he’d grown to the tall side of average. He worked for his parents’ landscaping company, she knew, and it couldn’t have been light work—his arms showed some clear definition, his shoulders stretching the green tee shirt he wore.

He was filthy, too. Dirt streaked across his chest and clung to the sweat on his neck. His jeans had seen better days, and his work boots would probably track dirt across the floor. Even his hair, dark and wild and a length somewhere between sexy and I-don’t-give-a-crap, was more unkempt than usual.

Emily didn’t care about any of that.

She had her eyes on the baseball bat in his hands.

He’d gotten into it with Tyler last weekend, had sent her brother home with a black eye and a bloody nose, leaving their parents to argue for an hour about how they were going to handle the Merrick problem.

Emily slid her hand along the counter, toward where they kept the putt-putt clubs for little kids.

“I don’t want any trouble,” she said, her voice solid but too quick. Her fingers wrapped around the handle of a club.

Michael’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t either.”

Then she realized he hadn’t moved from the doorway, that he was still standing there staring at her, his hand on the knob.

He glanced past her, at the corners of the shop, as if reassuring himself that they were alone. She had no idea what that meant. She watched him take in her stance, the way she’d half pulled the putt-putt club free.

He followed her gaze to the bat resting against his shoulder.

His expression hardened, and he shoved the door closed. He was halfway across the floor before she realized he’d moved, and she yanked the club free, ready to swing if he gave her an excuse.

Then he was within reach, and she registered the bat leaving his shoulder, and, god, her parents were right—

He was going to swing—

He was going to kill her—

His hand shot out and caught the steel bar.

Emily stood there gasping. She’d done it—she’d swung for his head. The end of the putter hung about five inches from his face.

And his bat was leaning against the counter.

Harmless.

She couldn’t move. He didn’t let go of the club, either, using his free hand to dig into the pocket of his jeans. A five-dollar bill dropped onto the glass counter between them.

“So can I get five tokens or what?”

Tokens. For the batting cages.

Of course.

Emily couldn’t catch her breath—and that never happened. Her panic had kicked the air into a flurry of little whirlwinds in the space between them, teasing her cheeks and lifting his hair.

She could catch his scent, though, sweet and summery, mulch and potting soil, honeysuckle and cut grass. A warm fragrance, not something that belonged on someone she was supposed to hate.

He was staring at her, and he had a death grip on the club. She could feel his strength through the slim bar. “Well?”

“Yeah.” She coughed and cleared her throat, using her own free hand to punch at the cash register. “Sure.”

It took effort to look away from the dark brown of his eyes. Wasn’t there some kind of rule about not looking away from an enemy? She fished the tokens out of the drawer, almost dropping them all over the floor. Somehow, she got them onto the glass counter and slid them toward him.

Then they stood there comically, connected by the slim rod of the club.

She wanted to let go—but she didn’t.

Especially now that she’d tried to hit him, when he’d never made a move to lay a hand on her.

She swallowed, thinking of Tyler’s bruised face after he’d gone a few rounds with Michael Merrick.

He leaned in. “I come here every Wednesday and Friday.”

Emily nodded.

“You going to try to kill me every time?”

She shook her head quickly.

He let go of the club. She sheepishly lowered it, but didn’t put it back in the bucket with the others.

Michael swiped the tokens from the counter and jammed them into his pocket. He swung the bat onto his shoulder again.

Emily opened her mouth—for what, she wasn’t sure.

But then he was through the door, pulling it shut behind him without a glance back.

 


The ball came flying out of the machine, and Michael swung the bat hard, feeling it all the way through his shoulders.

Crack. The ball went sailing into the net.

One place. That’s all he wanted—one place where he wouldn’t get hassled.

And now he was screwed.

What the hell was Tyler’s sister doing here, anyway? She wasn’t a jock chick. From what he knew of her, she should probably be flirting over the counter at Starbucks or something, not babysitting a half-dead sports center.

Summer should have meant a break from this crap. Ever since they’d moved here in sixth grade, school had been a prison he got to escape at three o’clock every day.

Only to be hauled back in the next morning.

Just like a real prison, not everyone sucked. There were the people who didn’t know he existed. The people who knew but didn’t care. The latter made up the bulk of the student body.

But then there was the group that knew everything about him. The group that wanted him dead.

The Elementals.

Like he’d picked this. Like he’d woken up one morning and said, I’d love to be tied to an element. I’d love to have so much power it scares me.

I’d love to be marked for death because of something I can’t control.

Another ball.

Crack.

This wasn’t the only place with batting cages, but it was the cheapest. One sat closer to home, with fake turf in the cages and everything, but here his feet were in the dirt, pulling strength from the ground below.

If he took his shoes off and swung barefoot, he could draw enough power from the earth to blow the ball straight through the net.

Oh, who was he kidding? He could practically do that now, steel-toed work boots and all.

That was part of the problem. He was a pure Elemental. Power spoke to him straight from the earth. The others in town had power, sure, but nothing like his. He could theoretically level half the town if he lost his temper.

Which was why they wanted him dead.

Another ball.

Crack.

At least his parents had worked out a deal: He’d stay out of trouble, and the other families wouldn’t report his existence.

There’d been money involved, sure. He had no idea how much. But sometimes he couldn’t believe his entire being rested on a signed check and a frigging handshake.

It didn’t help that the other kids in town—the kids who knew—seemed determined to make him reveal himself.

The hair on the back of his neck pricked, and Michael punched the button to stop the pitches, whirling with bat in hand.

He wouldn’t put it past Emily to call her brother and his friends.

No one stood in the dust between the batting cages and the office. Dad’s work truck was still the only vehicle in the parking lot.

Michael swiped the sweat off his forehead and turned to slap the button again. Another ball came flying.

Crack.

He’d have to think twice before bringing Chris or the twins here again. It was one thing to walk into enemy territory alone, and entirely another to drag his little brothers.

And, damn it, this shouldn’t have been enemy territory!

Crack.

God, it felt good to hit something.

Well, he wasn’t giving it up. This was his thing. If Emily wanted to take a swing at his head with a putter twice a week, she could give it her best shot. What did she think he was going to do, instigate an earthquake from the batting cages? Make too much grass grow on the driving range?

That prickle crawled along his neck again. Michael spun.

Emily stood there, ten feet behind the chain link, her arms folded tight against her chest. Tendrils of white-blond hair had escaped her ponytail to cling to her neck in the humidity.

Michael could practically hear his father’s daily warning in his head: Don’t start something. Just leave them alone.

How was he supposed to leave them alone if they kept coming after him?

He automatically checked behind her. Still no cars in the parking lot.

“Back to take another swing?” he said.

She scowled, but didn’t look away. “No.” She hesitated. “I just ... I wanted to—”

A ball rammed the fence beside his shoulder, rattling the entire structure. Michael swore, and Emily jumped. He turned to slap the button again.

When he turned back, she’d come closer, until only three feet of dirt and a chain-link cage separated them.

“I need this job,” she said, her voice full of false bravado. Like she’d had to dare herself to walk out here.

“Maybe you shouldn’t try to kill your customers, then.”

She licked her lips and fidgeted. “I didn’t ... I thought you were going to—”

“Yeah, I know what you thought I was going to do.” He adjusted the grip on his bat and turned back to face the machine. No matter how careful he was, all they could see was his potential for damage.

Like he would have needed a bat. Didn’t she understand that?

He hit the button. A ball came flying. He swung.

Crack.

“Well,” she said from behind him, “I saw what you did to Tyler last week.”

What he’d done. That was rich. “Yeah, poor Tyler.”

“He said you jumped him after school.”

Michael couldn’t even turn around. Fury kept him rooted until the next ball shot out of the machine. He swung hard. This one hit the nets and strained the ropes.

Of course Tyler would make him out to be the bad guy.

He tossed a glance over his shoulder. “I’m sure you got the whole story.”

She hesitated. “If you’re just coming here to hassle me, I’ll tell my parents.”

From any other girl, it would have been an empty threat. The kind of threat you stopped hearing in third grade.

From her, it meant something. Emily Morgan’s parents could cause serious problems for his family.

Michael gritted his teeth and made his voice even. “I’m not doing anything to hassle you.”

Ball. Crack. He brushed the sweat out of his eyes.

She was still standing there. He could feel it.

“Here,” she said.

He didn’t turn. “What?”

She was close enough now that the earth whispered to him about her presence. “I’ll get today,” she said. “For trying to kill you and all.” Then the fence jingled, as if she was fiddling with it.

Another ball was coming, so he couldn’t look. He swung and sent it flying.

She’d get today? What did that mean?

He turned to ask her, but she was already slipping through the tinted door into the office.

But strung through the fence was his crumpled five-dollar bill.

  


CHAPTER 2
 

Emily pushed rice and chicken around her plate and wished she hadn’t mentioned Michael Merrick to her parents. Because now they had a new topic to argue about.

As if they needed one.

“You’re going to quit that job,” said her father.

“I need my job,” she said.

“Oh, you do not,” said her mother. “What could you possibly need a job for? We give you everything you need.”

In a way, they did. She had her car, a hand-me-down sedan she’d gotten when she turned sixteen and her father decided he wanted something new. Her parents covered insurance. She always said she’d pay for her own gas—but they’d given her a gas card for her seventeenth birthday.

But she doubted they’d pay for a security deposit on a new apartment in New York City after senior year. Having a stash of cash meant freedom to do what she wanted to do.

“He didn’t bother me,” she said. “I think he was just as surprised to see me—”

“The last thing the Merricks need is leverage,” said her father, gesturing with his fork. “This deal was a bad idea from the beginning, before we knew how powerful that boy would get.”

Emily sighed. “I’m not leverage.”

“You could be,” said her mother. “I’m not having you come home looking like Tyler.”

Emily peeked through her bangs across the table at her brother. He wasn’t eating, either—his fingers were too busy flying across the face of his phone, his own mode of ignoring their parents. He was two years younger, but already stood about four inches taller than she did. He’d spent freshman year growing into his features, and now, for the first time, he looked older. The bruising on his cheek had turned yellow and purple, sharp and striking against his pale skin and white-blond hair. She studied the injury, remembering Michael’s sarcasm from the batting cage.

Poor Tyler. I’m sure you got the whole story.

“Take a picture,” Tyler muttered without looking up. “It’ll last longer.”

“Original.” Along with the height, he’d grown into a crappy attitude, too. “Who are you texting?”

“None of your business.”

She didn’t really care, but it was easier to bicker with Tyler than to fight with her parents. “Sounds like a girl.”

He shot her a glare over the phone. “Well, you sound like a—”

“Tyler.” Their mother’s voice sliced through his coming insult. “No electronics during dinner.”

He made a disgusted sound and put the phone in his lap.

But Emily knew he’d be back at it as soon as their folks were distracted again.

“What did he say to you?” said her father.

“Nothing.” She pushed the food around her plate again. She hadn’t mentioned her own actions with the putter—and didn’t plan on telling them now. “He just came in to use the batting cages. It was fine.”

“Convenient,” snapped her father. “Your first day of work, you’re alone, he comes in there—”

“He said he goes there all the time!”

Her parents went still. It was the wrong thing to say.

“I don’t want you going back there,” said her mother, her voice hushed.

“It’s fine—”

“The hell it is,” said her father. “I’ve been talking to Josh Drake. He thinks we should just take care of the problem ourselves.”

Tyler rolled his eyes. “Seth’s dad says that every time he cracks open a beer.”

Though he was a few years younger, Seth Drake was Tyler’s best friend. He was an Earth Elemental like his dad—and like Michael Merrick—but the Drake abilities stopped at pulling strength from the ground they stood on. Emily had no idea where Michael’s abilities stopped.

And that was part of the problem.

“I think we might all be overreacting,” said Emily. “He didn’t start anything—”

“Overreacting?” Tyler threw his fork down against his plate. “You saw what that asshole did to me.”

“Tyler!” said their mother. “I won’t have that language at the table.”

Emily stared at him. “And what exactly happened again?”

He stared back at her for a beat. “I told you,” he said evenly. “He jumped me and Seth.”

“That’s it,” said her father. “I’m calling over there.”

“To Seth’s?” said Tyler.

“No. To the Merricks.”

 


Michael heard the garage phone ring while he was out back, playing catch with his youngest brother. He was tired from work and the batting cages, but he’d found the twins pinning Chris in the hallway, trying to spit into his mouth.

Michael never cared if Gabriel and Nick beat the crap out of each other, but he hated when they ganged up on Chris.

So now they were killing time out back until the twins found some other trouble to get into.

Someone else must have grabbed the phone, because the ringer cut off quickly. Michael hadn’t even bothered moving. He couldn’t remember the last time someone had called the house to talk to him.

“You’re so lucky,” said Chris, pelting the ball back to him.

It went wide. Michael stretched to reach it, and the ball smacked into his mitt. “Lucky?”

“Yeah. You get to go to work with Dad all day. I’m stuck here.”

Michael threw the ball back. This was the first summer Chris and the twins had been deemed old enough to stay home alone while their parents worked. “Do they pull that crap all day long?”

“Nah.” Chris caught the ball and shrugged. “It’s just boring.”

Boring. A code word for lonely. Michael remembered being too young to drive, before he knew about his abilities, when summertime seemed to stretch out with infinite possibilities—and ended up basically being three months of house arrest. He regretted not stopping at home to bring Chris along to the batting cages—but then he considered Emily and the putter and thanked god he hadn’t bothered. That was a story he didn’t need Chris dragging home to their parents.

“I’ll talk to Dad,” he said. “Maybe you can come along for some of the smaller jobs.”

“Really?” Chris flung the ball back. “That would be awesome! I’ll go every day! We could—”

“Easy.” Michael smiled. Chris had to be lonely if he was willing to spend his summer pushing a mower and laying mulch. “I said I’d ask.”

Then he wondered if something more than boredom was motivating his little brother. He remembered himself at Chris’s age, how his element had begun calling to him, how he’d wanted to be outside all the time. Neither Chris nor the twins had shown any inclinations yet—but maybe it was right around the corner.

The thought was both exciting and terrifying.

And the worst part was that a selfish little piece of Michael wished one of his brothers would turn out to be as powerful as he was—just so he didn’t have to carry this burden alone.

As soon as he had the thought, he squashed it.

The back door slid open and their mother stuck her head out. “Michael?”

Chris had flung the ball hard, so Michael didn’t look over. “Yeah?”

“Can you come in here for a moment?”

She was using her Serious Voice, and since she was pretty laid-back, it made Michael look over. “What’s up?”

“Your father and I want to talk to you.”

Five minutes later, Michael was fuming at the kitchen table. He wanted to put a fist right through the wood surface. “But I didn’t do anything. I didn’t even know she worked there.”

His father sat across the table, his expression implacable. “It doesn’t matter. You should have left. You know we’re in a precarious position here—”

“That’s not my fault!” Michael shoved his chair back from the table and half stood. “I didn’t want this stupid deal to begin with—”

“Keep your voice down.” Dad looked ready to come across the table himself. “I’m not having this argument with you again. This deal sets a precedent for your brothers. We have a family to consider—”

“You think I don’t know that?” God, didn’t his parents have any idea what his life was like? Couldn’t they see just how much he gave up, just because of their agreement?

His mother reached out and put a hand over his. Her voice was gentle, her eyes compassionate—a direct contradiction to his father’s. “We’re not angry with you.”

Michael jerked his hand away. His breathing felt too quick. Had Emily said he’d done something? Knowing that family, she’d probably said he stole her five dollars.

One place. That’s all he wanted. One place to call his own, to do something that had nothing to do with elements or deals. One place where he could forget all this.

And now it was gone.

His throat felt tight. “I hate this.”

“I don’t care if you hate it.” His father waited until Michael looked back at him. “You’re not to go near that family again. Do you understand me?”

“Me! What about them?” He was almost shouting now, and he didn’t care. “You know what Tyler did to—”

“Not again. If you see them, you go somewhere else.”

Michael gritted his teeth and looked at the back door just so he wouldn’t have to look at his parents. “I want to leave.”

His father made a disgusted noise. “We’re not talking about this again. If we move to a new community, there’s no guarantee we could keep your abilities hidden—”

“Not all of us,” Michael snapped. He pointed to his chest. “Just me.”

“Go ahead,” said his father, his tone equally sharp. “They’d report you before dark. Rogue Elemental on the run? You’d be lucky to make it ’til sunrise.”

“John,” said his mother. “That’s enough.”

“He’s bluffing.”

Michael leaned down and put his hands against the table. “Try me.”

His father stared back. “This isn’t a game.”

“Trust me. I’m not having any fun.”

His father’s voice lowered and lost some of the anger. “I’m not kidding, Michael. Running away from this won’t work. It’s a death wish.”

Michael flung his chair in against the table. “Maybe I should just take my chances.”

He stormed across the kitchen, sure his father was going to call him back, to lecture more, to issue ultimatums and threats until Michael caved and promised to try harder.

How do you try harder at something that consumes every waking thought?

But his father didn’t say anything. Michael kept going.

Only to find his three brothers waiting, wide-eyed, just outside the kitchen doorway, their expressions some mix of betrayal and anger and confusion.

Great.

“You’re leaving?” said Nick.

“Look. Guys ...” Michael sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I didn’t mean right this second—”

“So you are,” said Chris. “You’re leaving.”

Gabriel had backed up against the wall, and his arms were folded across his chest. “What’s going to happen to the rest of us?”

“Are they going to kill you?” said Chris, his voice hollow.

“Tyler won’t stop,” said Nick. “Just because you’re gone, the rest of them will still—”

“Boys.”

Michael felt their mother come up behind him, felt her slim hand on his shoulder. “No one is leaving,” she said. “People say things in anger all the time. Michael didn’t mean it.”

Three sets of eyes locked on his.

“Tell them,” she said.

Michael looked at his three brothers. He could read the new emotion there: desperation. They wanted him to deny it.

He wanted to.

He just didn’t want to lie.

So he shrugged off his mother’s hand and went for his bedroom.

And he didn’t come out all night.

  


CHAPTER 3
 

Emily stared at the door to the shop. Sweat was trickling down her back despite the blasting air-conditioning.

I come on Wednesdays and Fridays.

Maybe he wouldn’t show. Her father sure hadn’t been subtle when he’d called the Merricks. But maybe that would work against her. Just like the other day. Michael had seemed just as surprised to see her—and then she’d gone and provoked him. Sure, her parents had a deal with his, but it felt flimsy. Kind of like those treaties with countries who kept nuclear warheads.

We promise not to use them unless you piss us off.

Maybe she should keep a putter on the counter.

Maybe she shouldn’t have told her parents.

But at least they hadn’t made her quit.

The clock struck four, the time he’d shown up on Wednesday. No Michael.

At four-thirty, the door swung open, but it was only a young mother with children coming to use the putt-putt course.

She had to do something to settle her nerves. She plugged her iPod into the sound system and scrolled through for her favorite musical.

The hands of the clock were creeping toward five, when her shift ended. Maybe her father’s phone call had worked. Besides, this wasn’t the only place around town with batting cages.

But then the doorknob creaked.

Her hand closed around the handle of a putter. If she screamed, would the woman with the preschoolers hear her?

The door swung open. Michael stood there.

But he didn’t come through the doorway. Just like the other day, she watched him sweep the corners with his eyes.

What was he looking for?

His gaze settled on the putter on the glass counter, then lifted to meet hers. “I was kind of kidding about you trying to kill me every time.”

She flushed and slid it into the holder.

He came all the way into the shop and put a five-dollar bill on the counter. “Can I get five tokens, or do you need to check with Daddy first?”

Her blush deepened. For some insane reason, she felt like she should apologize—when he was the one who should be avoiding her.

She fished the tokens from the drawer and slapped them onto the glass counter. She mustered the courage to meet his eyes, to let him know she wouldn’t let him screw with her. She tried to make her voice hard—and it ended up making her sound like a bitch. “Is that all?”

His eyes flashed with derision. “So brave.”

What a jerk. Her eyes narrowed. “I’m not the one tempting fate by coming here.”

He shoved the tokens into his pocket, and for the first time, he sounded resigned instead of antagonistic. “Aren’t you?”

Then he was through the door, and she was left there with the music in the air.

Emily almost went after him.

Are you crazy?

She didn’t understand how, with everything he was, he could stand there and make her feel like the bad guy. Of course she’d told her parents—he should be counting his lucky stars that her father hadn’t driven over there.

But even that thought made her blush. She was damn near eighteen years old.

He was right—she had gone crying to her parents.

She glanced at the clock. Her shift ended in four minutes.

At the stroke of five, she shoved through the back door of the office, stepping into the dense humidity. The air slid against her skin and welcomed her into the sunshine.

The batting cages were down the hill and beyond the putt-putt course. She could hear the crack of the bat from here, and once she passed the mini-golf windmill, she saw Michael in the fastball cage.

She stopped before he could notice her. A red tee shirt clung to his shoulders, reminding her of those matadors who swung a red cape to taunt a bull to fight to the death.

Reckless. That’s what this was.

Michael swung the bat, sending the ball into the nets. Even from here, Emily felt the speed of the ball flying through the air, knew exactly how much force it would take to make it change course.

She remembered the strength in his grip when he’d caught the golf club.

Just when she’d convinced herself to turn back, he glanced over his shoulder and saw her.

She wondered if the earth had told him she was standing there—and wondered if that counted as using his powers. Was it really any different from her sensing the trajectory of the ball ten seconds ago?

He turned around long enough to hit the next ball, then glanced back again. “What, do I get a running start?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Didn’t you call out the cavalry?” He turned back without waiting for an answer.

“No.” Her cheeks felt hot. “I didn’t.”

Another ball came flying, and Michael swung hard. The impact resonated like a gunshot.

She’d never been into sports, but hitting something with that much force—it looked amazingly cathartic.

“Look,” she said. “I need this job. It’s important.”

He didn’t turn. “So?”

“My father is going to make me quit if he finds out you came back.”

Another ball, but this one glanced off his bat and went wide. Michael swore and swiped a forearm across his forehead. “I don’t see why that’s my problem.”

A threat sat on the tip of her tongue, but she couldn’t say it. She moved closer, glad for the chain link between them. “Please. I’m just trying to talk to you.”

He didn’t say anything, just waited for the next ball and swung.

This was a mistake. She shouldn’t be out here anyway. What did she expect, that he’d leave after she asked nicely? What if someone drove by and saw her talking to him?

“Forget it.” Her feet slammed the packed earth as she walked away.

Another ball. The air moved with his swing. Crack.

But then she heard his voice from behind her. “Wait.”

Emily stopped halfway to the office, but she didn’t turn around.

“My father,” Michael called, “said he’d take my keys for the rest of the summer if he caught me coming back here.”

Crack.

She came back to the fence. “Really?”

“Yeah. Really.” He ducked his head to wipe his forehead on his sleeve.

“But you came back anyway.”

The pitching machine died, and Michael finally turned, stepping up to the fence. “So did you.”

She’d never stood this close to him before, to where she could see the flecks of gold in his brown eyes, could count each individual strand of hair that the sun had lightened. He still smelled like summer, cut grass and sunscreen with a hint of something woodsy.

The chain-link fence between them somehow made this more intimate instead of less.

Don’t be stupid. Even serial killers can be hot.

She had to clear her throat and force her eyes away. “Like I said. I need this job.”

He gave a somewhat humorless laugh and looked past her, at the parking lot. “I won’t tell if you won’t.”

His voice was vaguely mocking. That was sarcasm, not a real offer.

But she kept thinking about the weeks she’d spent looking for employment. She kept thinking of the train ticket to New York City—that would cost a week’s pay, to say nothing of rent and expenses once she got there.

So she swallowed. “Okay. You’ve got a deal.”

 


A deal. Michael snorted. He’d let his guard down for thirty seconds, and it was a mistake.

“You’re crazy,” he said.

“No,” she said. “I’m serious. You can play with the batting cages, and I can—”

“I can play with the batting cages?” he said, incredulous. “Just what the hell do you think I’m doing here?”

She looked taken aback. “I mean—you are playing—”

“Forget it.” Michael grabbed for the latch on the gate. He still had four tokens left, but they’d keep until next Wednesday. What had he been thinking, talking to her like she was just some ordinary girl?

It was the please that got him. He couldn’t remember the last time any of them had said please about anything.

Really, he couldn’t remember the last time any of them had talked to him civilly.

Michael was halfway to the parking lot when he realized she was following him.

He stopped short and turned to face her. “Damn it, what? You got what you wanted, okay? I’m leaving.”

She drew back, her hands up, as if he’d drawn a gun or something. “That’s not ... I wasn’t ... that’s not what I want.”

“Oh yeah? Then why’d you cry to your father about me?”

Her cheeks were faintly pink, her breathing rapid. The blond hair and fair complexion made her brother look like a freak, but it suited her. He’d say she looked like a china doll, but then she’d swung a putter at his head on Wednesday. A contradiction in terms: strong and fragile, all at the same time. Like she might cry, but she’d slug him first.

It made him want to apologize.

To her, of all people! He turned and started walking again.

Loose rocks ground against the pavement as she jogged to catch up to him.

Michael whirled before she could say anything. “I don’t know what you’re playing, but it’s not going to work. You think you can provoke me into losing control? You think I’m going to give you a reason to call the Guides? This was my place, get it? Mine. It’s a batting cage. I’m not hurting anyone.” He took a step closer to her. “So just leave me the hell alone.”

And with that, the pavement cracked and split between them.

Emily jumped back, but Michael caught it before his power caused too much damage. Just a twelve-foot crack in the parking lot, only an inch wide. Anything could have caused it, really. Rain. Weeds. Anything.

But Michael knew he’d done it. Worse, she knew he’d done it.

She was staring at him now, wide-eyed, her breathing quicker than before.

Run.

Pride wouldn’t let him do that. But he turned on his heel and made for the truck, and it took every ounce of self-control to keep from tearing out of the parking lot.

  


CHAPTER 4
 

Emily was pushing her dinner around her plate again. Tyler was texting again.

Her parents were bickering again.

She kept thinking of Michael in the batting cage, the fury that carried through every swing. The conviction in his voice as he’d confronted her in the parking lot.

I’m not hurting anyone.

And then that twelve-foot crack had split the pavement.

But worse, she kept thinking of the color of his eyes in the sunlight. The moment of intimacy when all that stood between them was a few links of steel.

In a way, he reminded her of wildcats at the zoo. Mountain lions, maybe, or panthers. All sleek and dangerous, but so beautiful you’d reach out and touch if you could.

“Emily?”

She snapped her head up. Her father was staring at her, and it sounded like he’d called her name more than once. “I’m sorry. What?”

“I asked if you had any more trouble at the sports complex.”

Here was her chance. She could tell them what Michael had done. Her father would call the Guides, and they’d eradicate the problem.

But she’d provoked him.

This was my place. Mine.

If she’d poked a mountain lion with a stick and it bit her hand off, would that be her fault or the lion’s? Guilt had a hold of her gut and refused to let go. She speared a few noodles with her fork so she wouldn’t have to look at her father. “No. No trouble.”

“Good,” said Tyler, without looking up from his phone. “Seth and I were going to stake the place out if he kept pulling that shit.”

“Seth!” snapped their mother.

“He’s got a point,” said her father. “Josh Drake and I talked about doing the same thing.”

“A stakeout,” said Emily. “Really.”

Her father’s eyes were like ice. “It’s for your safety. I don’t like you going back there until this is resolved.”

She glared back at him. “I think you resolved it with your phone call.”

He didn’t back down from her tone. “It won’t be resolved until that boy is dead.”

Emily’s fork scraped across the plate. “So your plan is ... what? To sit outside the office and wait for him to show up and use his powers?”

“There are ways to make him break the deal.”

At that, Tyler looked up. He met their father’s eyes across the table.

And smiled.

 


Michael spent Friday night in his room, lying on his bed, staring at the ceiling.

Waiting.

When Emily reported him, how long would it take for the Guides to come after him? Would they kill him right away, or would they take him somewhere else?

Michael hoped they’d take him somewhere else. He kept thinking of his brothers, how every time they looked at him now, he knew they were just waiting for him to drop some bomb about running away.

That was nothing compared to watching an execution.

A soft knock rapped at his door just after nine. Had to be his mother; no one else in the house would knock softly.

He wanted to pretend to be asleep, but no way would she buy it this early.

“Yeah?” he called.

She cracked the door and leaned in. “Sure you’re not hungry?”

He was, but he couldn’t sit in the kitchen, look his parents in the eye, and pretend everything was fine. Even now, he couldn’t face his mother. Not knowing what he’d done.

He shook his head and kept his eyes on the ceiling.

“Well”—she eased into the room—“I made you a little something, just in case.” A plate slid onto his bedside table.

He glanced over and immediately felt like an ass. She’d made him a turkey sandwich. A good one, too, with extra slices of lunch meat and cheese piled high with tomato and lettuce. He could smell the deli mustard. Three oatmeal-raisin cookies sat on the plate as well.

She had to have made them just for him. No one else in the house liked oatmeal-raisin.

His throat felt tight. God, he’d been so stupid.

Maybe he should run now, before he brought them all down with him. He should have run last night.

It took him a second to find his voice. He still couldn’t look her in the eye. “Thanks.”

“Can I sit down?”

He nodded and shifted until he was sitting up against the wall. She sat beside his knees, and the side of the bed barely dented with her weight. He remembered being young, before his brothers had come along, how she’d sit with him in the dark at bedtime and ask about his day. That time grew shorter when she had twins to take care of—and shorter still when Chris arrived—but she hadn’t stopped until he’d outgrown it. It always made him feel special.

Now he knew just how much being special sucked.

He couldn’t even remember the last time she’d been in here.

He picked up the sandwich and took a bite, just to avoid the need to say anything.

It didn’t stop her from talking, though. “Do you want to tell me what happened today?”

He almost choked on the bread. “Nothing.”

“You don’t hole up in your room for nothing.”

“I’m just tired.”

She was quiet for a moment. “I know you think you’re alone, Michael, but you’re not. Your father and I love you. Your brothers love you—”

He snorted. “Don’t be so sure about that. I caught the twins trying to write on my face with a Sharpie at three a.m. the other day.”

She smiled, but her eyes were still serious. “I’m just trying to tell you we’re here for you. No matter what.”

“I know, Mom.”

She touched his face. “You sure?”

He nodded. He was sure—and that was the problem. They shouldn’t have to be here for him. The thought of his family getting caught in the cross fire for something he’d done, for something he was ... Michael almost couldn’t take it.

And that was the only reason he was here instead of running. When Emily reported him, when the Guides came for him, he was ready to surrender.

As long as they left his family alone.

  


CHAPTER 5
 

By Monday afternoon, Emily had completely reorganized the designer golf balls in the display case, making a rather impressive tower of alternating colors, if she did say so herself. She was blasting the Wicked sound track today, louder than usual so she could belt along with Idina Menzel.

This kind of heat always made business slow, but today was ridiculous. Maybe people were finally done with the weather, and everyone had gone to the beach.

When “Defying Gravity” came on, she cranked it a few notches higher, then stepped out onto the floor to rearrange the rack of golf shirts by size and style.

Just as she got to the chorus, a man cleared his throat behind her.

Emily jumped and shrieked and nearly knocked all the shirts off the rack. Her face went from cool to blazing in half a second.

She steadied the rack and called over her shoulder, loudly enough to be heard over the music. “I’m so sorry—”

Then she stopped short. Michael Merrick stood there.

She stared at him, unable to move.

He made a circular motion with his hand. “Could you turn this down?”

“Oh ... sure.” She dashed for the stereo behind the counter and yanked her iPod cord free. The music died instantly.

When she straightened, Michael was at the counter. She could barely catch her breath.

“Don’t get me wrong,” he said flatly. “I like Broadway musicals as much as the next guy.”

Her cheeks felt hotter—if that was possible. “Sorry. It’s been dead. I mean ...” She hesitated. “You need tokens?”

“I have some from the other day.”

“Oh. Okay.”

But he was still standing there, staring down at her. It took some effort to meet his eyes, but at least she could read the emotion there: surprise, and intrigue, and confusion.

“About Friday,” he said.

She wet her lips. “Friday?”

“I stayed up all night.” A self-deprecating shrug. “Most of the weekend, really.”

She frowned. “Okay ... ?”

“I was waiting.” He rested his forearms against the glass, and his voice dropped a notch. “I thought you’d turn me in.”

“For the parking lot?” She shrugged and picked at the disclaimers taped to the glass counter. “It’s not a big deal—”

“It is to me.”

Emily stopped fidgeting and looked at him.

“So,” he said, his voice softer and almost gentle, “thanks.”

She had no idea what to say to that.

And he didn’t wait. He picked up his bat and turned for the back door to the shop, stepping out into the humidity without a backwards glance.

 


Emily cheated the time clock out of fifteen minutes and strode down the hill to the batting cages. Michael was still there, in a royal blue tee shirt today, using the fastest machine they had.

She didn’t even hesitate this time, just walked up to the cage and hooked her fingers through the fence.

“It’s Monday,” she said.

He didn’t look. “No kidding.”

Crack.

“You said you only come on Wednesdays and Fridays.”

He glanced over his shoulder. “Maybe I didn’t want to miss the show.”

His voice wasn’t quite friendly—but it sure wasn’t hostile. She blushed again and wished her skin weren’t so fair. Maybe he’d attribute it to the heat.

Then he turned back to swing for the next ball.

There was something addictive about the sound of the machine, the regular crack of the bat, the motion of his body as he swung to hit.

Before she knew it, four pitches had gone by, and she realized she looked like a freak stalker.

She had to say something. “That looks so ... therapeutic.”

“Want a turn?”

“What—No!” God, she’d been standing here staring. She couldn’t even remember why she’d come down to the batting cage. “Sorry. I’ll just ... I’ll ...”

“I’m sorry about Friday.” Michael fed the machine a new token. “Not just for the parking lot.” He tossed a glance over his shoulder. “For being a dick.”

She should turn and walk away. She didn’t want to. “It’s all right.”

He paused to swing. The crack of the bat stole her breath. Another glance. He tapped the bat against the dirt. “Sure you don’t want a turn?”

Emily shook her head quickly. “I’ve never played baseball. I’m not sure the fast-pitch machine is the best place to start.”

He snorted. A laugh? She couldn’t tell. She felt like they’d completely ventured off the map of what felt sure and certain.

Then he said, “So why do you need this job so badly?”

“I want to move to New York City.”

The words were out before she could stop them. But he’d surprised her with his gratitude, followed by this apology. And for some reason, it was easier to have a conversation while his back was turned and his attention was focused elsewhere.

“New York?” Crack. The ball strained at the nets before dropping to the earth.

She swallowed. “Yeah. I have a friend who graduated two years ago who’s an understudy on Broadway. She says she’ll help me get a job.”

“You want to be on Broadway?” The surprise in his voice was almost tangible.

She bristled, ready for the mockery she’d gotten from her father when she’d mentioned this last year. There was a reason she made the appropriate noises about researching colleges but kept her true plans a secret. “Yeah, so?”

He didn’t say anything, the bat poised over his shoulder.

“I mean, it’s not like a guarantee or anything,” she said, folding her arms across her chest. “I’ll probably end up waiting tables and calling my parents to borrow cash after six months.”

A ball flew at him. Crack.

“Nah. I could see it. You kept up with that Wicked song.”

Her jaw almost hit the ground. “You recognized the music?” And was that a ... compliment?

He shrugged. “My dad got our mom tickets for her birthday last spring. We all had to go. Some crap about needing more culture.”

His dad got tickets to Wicked for their mom? She couldn’t remember the last time her father had given a present to her mom—much less included her and Tyler in on it.

“I think living in a city would make me stir-crazy,” said Michael.

She thought of his parents’ landscaping business and wondered if a guy like Michael would actually suffer in a city. “I guess we’re not fated to be together, then.”

She’d meant for it to come out flippant, full of sarcasm, but the words fell flat and honest. He looked over his shoulder. “I guess not.”

The machine buzzed, signaling the last pitch. Michael hit hard, sending the ball into flight before it hit the nets and dropped dead.

She expected him to feed it another token, but he stepped over to the fence and hooked his hand on a link exactly five inches to the left of hers.

Again, he was too close. Her heart kicked. She stared up at him and stopped breathing.

“Want to learn?” he said.

“Learn?” Her voice was squeaking.

He tapped the fence with the end of the bat. “How to hit.” She couldn’t. She’d already spent too much time talking to him. This had danger written all over it.

But some part of her heart had already told her brain’s insistent thoughts to shove it.

Because she was already saying yes.

 


His brain kept asking him what the hell he was doing, but Michael ignored the doubts and led Emily to the slowest cage. All afternoon, her presence had been little flickers against his skin, not entirely unpleasant. From the moment he’d caught her in the office, blushing and stammering and fighting to turn down her music, he’d been fighting the urge to reach out and touch her, to see if those little flickers were a promise of something more.

She hadn’t reported him. That had to mean something. Right?

Especially now, when she stood with him in the eight-foot-square cage, listening to him talk about things like stance and hand position and letting the ball come to her.

God, he needed to shut up. He felt giddy and nervous and it was a miracle he could even form a coherent sentence. He held out the bat. “Here. Let’s just try.”

She made no move to take it. “I’m probably going to give myself a concussion.”

“Come on. My brother could hit off this machine when he was eight.”

She made a face. “Now I feel better.” But she took the bat and attempted to hold it the way he’d shown her.

She looked ridiculous and adorable and he tried not to laugh.

Just as quickly, he choked it off.

What was he thinking?

Sharp words sat on his tongue, ready to drive her away. He could stop this now. They could go back to being mortal enemies. She’d let one mistake slide. That wasn’t the same as helping him. Or even accepting him.

She looked over at him, and he was sure she could read the doubts on his face.

Just like he could read the doubts on hers.

Michael jammed his hands into his pockets, feeling his shoulders tighten.

Before he could say anything, she said, “I look like an idiot, don’t I?”

He let out a breath. “Nah.” Then he paused and almost smiled. “Well. Maybe.”

“Tell me what to do so I don’t take a ball to the frontal lobe.”

So he demonstrated again, and she took the stance again, and when she said she was ready, he fed a token to the machine.

At the first ball, she didn’t even try to swing. She flung herself back and almost dropped the bat. “Holy crap, that’s fast!”

He caught her shoulders before she could plow into him, intending to set her straight, the way he would one of his brothers.

She froze, just for an instant, but it was enough. He yanked his hands down.

She didn’t say anything, so he backed away to lean against the chain link, putting clear distance between them. “You want me to go get a putter?” he said. “You have no trouble swinging those.”

That earned him a rueful glance over her shoulder.

But then her expression softened. “You can show me.” She paused. “It’s okay.”

He hesitated, just long enough for him to hear the machine revving up for the next pitch. So he stepped forward, caught her shoulders again, and pushed her into place. Then, without thinking about it too carefully, he put his arms over hers, his hands on the bat, and guided her into the swing.

“Don’t run from it,” he said. “Stand strong.”

She got a piece of this one, and you would have thought she’d scored the winning home run at the World Series. Bat in the air, jumping up and down, silly smile on her face.

“I hit it! I hit it!”

It made him smile. This was vastly more satisfying than showing Chris how to hit a curve ball. “Okay, try not to make it a foul ball next time.”

She made a face. “Killjoy.” She tapped the bat against the ground and got back into position. Like a frigging major league player.

He laughed.

And then he shut up real quick when she threw another glance over her shoulder. “You going to show me again or what?”

  


CHAPTER 6
 

Michael crossed the parking lot with a spring in his step. He told himself to knock it off, that one batting lesson didn’t mean anything.

Especially not with Emily Morgan.

But he kept thinking of the feel of her hands under his, of the way her shoulders fit perfectly within the circle of his arms, of the smell of her skin.

He found himself wondering what other things would feel like. Holding her hand. Touching her hair.

Kissing her?

Stop it. You’re an idiot.

But the curve of her neck had been right there. She hadn’t flinched from his touch. Really, if you took away the baseball bat, the way he’d been holding her had been pretty damn intimate.

When he inhaled, he could almost still smell her.

Stop it!

He’d already told her too much. How baseball let him clear his mind and focus on something not related to his element. How he worried every day would end with a loss of control—like Friday.

How badly he wanted to leave town.

He could have kicked himself for revealing that one.

But then she’d talked about her parents’ fighting. How sometimes she didn’t care about making it in New York; it was just a new place, a new beginning.

She told him how she was sick of every day being focused on hate.

And for the first time, he let himself start to wonder if this deal could work out.

She’d left ten minutes ago, after he’d told her to go so they wouldn’t be seen walking out together. He’d killed ten minutes burning through his last token, remembering the feel of her body with every swing he took.

Dad’s truck sat alone at the back of the parking lot, dark in the shade of an old elm tree. Michael had the keys in his hand and a bemused smile he couldn’t get off his face.

He didn’t even hear the attackers until his head was slamming into the concrete.

They were all on him at once. He couldn’t even get a handle on how many guys had tackled him. One had come from the bed of the truck. They had the chain Dad kept back there to tie down loose loads, and they had it against his throat, pinning him to the parking lot. Someone else trapped an arm, kneeling on his wrist, grinding his skin into the pavement.

And then, just as he registered the blond hair, someone punched him in the face. A good, solid punch, with power behind it.

He saw stars for a second, long enough for them to pin his other arm. He struggled, but he had no leverage.

“Hey, asshole.”

Tyler. He’d swung the first punch—and he did it again.

Michael coughed against the chain on his throat. He gritted his teeth. He could pull power from the earth and throw them off, but he doubted they’d give him a free pass like Emily had.

Keep it together.

God, he’d been stupid. Every time he came here, he checked the store, and every time he left, he checked the truck. Every time, ready for an ambush.

Until today.

Tyler hit him again. Michael tasted blood.

Keep. It. Together.

“Do it,” said Tyler. “You know you want to.”

Someone kicked him in the side, and Michael redoubled his struggles. They were too heavy. He couldn’t get loose.

They kicked him again.

Power rushed through the ground, coming to his aid without his asking. He forced it back. He could take a few punches.

Tyler laughed and spit in his face. “Good thing Emily told us where to find you. I didn’t think we’d have this much fun all summer.”

Michael froze. Tonight at the batting cages—had she been stalling him?

You going to show me again or what?

He coughed. “Go to hell, Tyler.”

“Funny you should mention hell.” Tyler held up a butane lighter. “Since I brought the fire.”

Then he clicked the trigger. Flame burst from the end.

Michael tried to recoil. He only succeeded in slamming his head against the concrete again. He was straining against the chain so hard that he almost couldn’t breathe.

Flame lit Tyler’s features. He brought the lighter close to Michael’s face, until the heat was painful.

Michael strained away. He had no idea if Tyler would really burn him, but flame against his skin would definitely push his control past the brink.

“Do it,” said Tyler. He leaned closer, until Michael wanted to clench his eyes shut. “Do it.”

Michael prayed for another customer to arrive. But he knew how dead this place was.

Tyler put the flame against the chain. It seared right through the metal. “First we’re going to burn you, and then we’re going to burn your little brothers.”

The pavement cracked and split. Michael surged against their hands. He slammed someone into the concrete before he could stop himself. The chain went flying.

But then he heard someone yelling. The guys. They were scattering, stumbling away from him, tripping on the loose pavement.

No, not stumbling away from him. Away from the girl with the steel bar in her hands.

Emily, with a putter.

“Dad is going to kill you,” said Tyler. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Michael,” she called. “Can you drive?”

It took Michael a second to get it together, but then he realized his keys were on the pavement, where he’d dropped them by the door. His joints didn’t want to work, but he was able to get the keys into his palm. “Yeah.” Stars still danced in his vision. “I think.”

And then he must have been losing time, because he was starting the ignition of the truck, and Emily was in the passenger seat beside him.

He took a deep breath, and it seemed they were pulling onto Mountain Road, leaving the sports center behind.

He rubbed at his eye, surprised when his hand came away with blood. “I should have said no,” he said.

She gave him a concerned glance. “What?”

He winced, and suddenly there were two roads in front of him. “I shouldn’t be driving.”

She unclicked her seat belt and knelt up on the passenger seat, leaning across to brace a hand on his shoulder.

It was almost enough to make him hit the guardrail. “What are you doing?”

“Keep your eyes on the road.”

“Did you set me up?”

“Shhh. Drive.” She leaned in close and blew on his neck.

No, that was almost enough to make him hit the guardrail. He pushed her away. “Stop. Tell me the truth. Did you—”

“No. I didn’t. Let me help you.” She shoved his hand out of the way and knelt up again.

Her breath on his skin felt awful and amazing at the same time. He fought not to make a sound.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I wish I had more power.”

“No,” he ground out. “You don’t.”

“I saw their car,” she said. “Around the corner. Tyler and my dad have been talking about staking out the sports center all week—”

“Thanks for the heads-up.”

“I never thought they’d really do it.”

He gave a humorless laugh. “Of course not.”

She fell silent for a while, and all he heard was her breath whispering along his skin. Too much had happened in a short span of time. Part of him wanted to push her away again, but a bigger part wanted to pull her closer and beg her to say she was on his side, that she’d had no part in this.

Finally, he couldn’t take the silence anymore, and he needed a destination. He couldn’t go home, not with her in the truck, and he sure as hell wasn’t driving to her house. “Where am I driving?”

“Go to the quarry.”

His head had cleared enough for him to look away from the road. “The quarry?”

“There’s lots of exposed rock. That’ll help you, right?”

“Yeah, but there will be other people there.” Given this heat, probably half the senior class would have snuck in to go swimming.

“Don’t worry. I know a hidden path down to the water. We can stay out of sight.”

“Why are you helping me?”

She didn’t say anything for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was soft. “For years, I’ve been hearing how dangerous you are. How we shouldn’t have made this deal, because you’re out of control, that you’re mean, that you’ll hurt us if we get close to you.”

Michael snorted. “I’ve been hearing the same thing.”

“But you’re not! All week, you’ve been nothing but nice—”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

“—when I keep hearing my father talk about how they should just take care of the problem themselves. And then Tyler does this ... this horrible thing, when you didn’t even provoke it. I don’t think you’re dangerous at all.”

Michael didn’t say anything. They came to the turnoff for the one-lane road that ran behind the quarry, and he hit the turn signal.

“Even tonight,” she said. “You didn’t kill them, and I know you could have. On Friday, you could have hurt me, and you didn’t. I’ve heard the way you talk about your brothers. I know you care about your family. I told you already—I’m sick of living with all this hate. But I’ve been blaming you, when I should have been blaming them.”

He pulled the truck onto the gravel shoulder when there was space and killed the engine.

Suddenly, the car was only full of the sound of their breathing.

“Please,” she said. “Say something.”

He looked over at her. “I wanted to kill them.”

Her breath hitched, but he wasn’t done.

“All of them,” he said. “Including your brother.”

“But you didn’t.”

He held her eyes. “If he’d kept up with that lighter, I might have.”

She swallowed, but nodded.

She looked so tiny in the front seat of his father’s work truck. Michael couldn’t believe she’d faced down her brother and his friends with a putter. “Are you still afraid of me?”

She shook her head.

“Good.” And he leaned over and kissed her.

  


CHAPTER 7
 

Emily sat with Michael near the water’s edge, at the far side of the quarry, hidden among the clumps of trees. He’d been right: Despite the creeping darkness, a dozen kids were swimming at the other side, where the cliffs weren’t as steep and the depths were free of debris.

Here, though, the trees were silent and the water still, and it was easy to pretend the mess they’d left had never happened.

Especially with Michael’s fingers wound through hers, the taste of him still on her lips.

“Are you still hurting?” she said.

“I’m all right.” He turned to look at her, and the fading sunlight caught his eyes. “I was worried they’d follow us.”

Emily shook her head. “I don’t think so. I slashed Tyler’s tires.”

Michael’s eyes widened, and then he laughed. “You’re definitely not predictable.” A pause. “In a lot of ways.”

“It took me a minute, or I’d have been back sooner.” She reached up to touch his chin, where the skin was darker and a bit blistered. “I’m sorry Tyler did this.”

He caught her hand and brushed a kiss across her knuckles. “He’s definitely predictable.”

She reveled in the feel of his breath against her skin. Every time he touched her, his gentleness took her by surprise.

“Will you tell me what really happened last week?” she asked. “With Tyler?”

Michael looked back out at the water. “It’s not important.”

“It is to me.”

He sighed. “The twins were cutting through the woods to walk home. Tyler and Seth roughed them up.”

She frowned. “So you went after Tyler to get back at him?”

“I never went after Tyler.” His sudden fury was palpable. “Believe me, I’d leave you all alone if—” He stopped short. “Forget it.”

“Tell me.”

“In the woods, Nick got away. He ran all the way home and got me. By the time we made it back to them, they’d ganged up on Gabriel. Tyler and Seth ran when I got there.”

Emily frowned. “But Tyler had a black eye—”

“Yeah. You know who gave it to him? Gabriel.” He shook his head. “Of course he’d say it was me. Can’t be running around telling people he got decked by a twelve-year-old.”

She wasn’t surprised to hear her brother was a liar and a bully. “I’m sorry.”

“You didn’t start this fight, Emily.” He looked down at their joined hands. “Even this ... it won’t work.”

But he didn’t let go.

“We could try,” she whispered.

He stared back at her. “Emily ...”

“We could stand up to them. I could tell the others about you, that you’re not—”

“Wait. Shhh.” He put a hand to her lips, his attention focused up the hill.

She whispered around his hand. “What?”

His eyes snapped back to hers. “They did follow us. They must have had another car. Is there a different way back up the hill?”

Then she heard branches breaking, boys calling to each other in the darkness. Fear punched her in the stomach, hard.

Michael squeezed her hand. “Come on. Is there another way?”

She shook her head quickly. “No—we beat down this path last summer.”

“We know you’re down there!” Tyler’s voice. “We saw the truck.”

She could almost feel his presence through the air—he was close.

“Through the water,” said Michael. “We can swim across the quarry.”

“You go,” she said. “I’ll stall them—”

He swore. “You are out of your mind. I’m not leaving you to face them.” Then, before she could answer, he was dragging her down the hill, to the edge of the rocks, until the water was glittering below them.

“So we run?” she said.

“Yes. For now.” He glanced back at the darkened woods. “The underbrush will slow them down.”

“When we get to the other side—” she started.

“We’ll figure it out.”

“Together,” she said.

He nodded. “Together.”

Then he took her hand, and they jumped into the water below.
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CHAPTER 1
 

The self-defense class had been a waste of sixty bucks.

Becca hadn’t felt like a victim going in, but she sure did now. When she’d seen the flyers around school advertising a three-hour session with a “women’s defense specialist,” she’d been eager to sign up. But the instructor—really just some college kid named Paul—had been texting half the time, happy enough to pocket their cash in exchange for halfhearted instructions about body blocks and eye gouges. She’d lose another Saturday scrubbing kennels to make this money back.

She’d left her cell phone in her locker, so after class she went to get it. Her best friend had left fourteen texts about some drama with her mom, so Becca stood in the shadowed corridor to write back. Quinn wasn’t exactly patient.

The night air bit at her flushed skin when she slid out the side door, making her wish she’d brought a heavier jacket—but at least the promised rain had held off. Darkness cloaked the now empty parking lot, and her car sat alone near the security lamp in the middle of the cracked concrete.

This was exactly the kind of situation Paul had warned them about: secluded and solitary, offering little visibility. But Becca welcomed the darkness, the silence. She almost wished she smoked, so she could lie on the car’s hood, flick a lighter, and make up names for the constellations while nicotine burned her lungs.

You should be so cool.

Her key found the lock, but the door handle to her aged Honda refused to release. She muttered the obligatory prayer, but nothing happened. Sometimes it took a curse.

Then she heard a muffled shout, a distant scuffle on pavement.

She froze, more curious than afraid. A fight? Here? She saw the combatants, just at the edge of the security light over by the east wing. Three guys fighting, two on one, it looked like. One caught another in a headlock, and the third swung a fist at the captive’s midsection while he struggled.

They weren’t saying anything, making the violence cartoonish and unreal, like watching an action movie on mute.

The kid in the headlock twisted free, his liberty quickly rewarded with a fist to the head, sending him into a stagger. Another punch brought him to the ground.

Then he didn’t move. One of the other guys kicked him in the stomach.

She heard that. And the sound made her remember that she was just standing in the middle of a parking lot, watching.

Becca dropped beside her car. Breath whistled into her lungs. She didn’t want to open the door and have the sound or the light draw their attention. She’d call the police. An ambulance. The whole frigging cavalry.

She thrust her hand into her bag for her cell phone.

Dead.

Damn Quinn and her fifty bazillion texts. Becca swore and punched the phone against the pavement. The cover snapped off, skittering away under her car.

Helpful, Bex.

She peeked around the front bumper. The fallen boy lay in a crumpled pile.

They kicked him again.

“Get up,” she whispered.

He didn’t.

She tried to make out who the kids were. Some senior boys got off on violence. She knew a few of them firsthand—some only by reputation. The Merrick twins, maybe?

They were circling now, like vultures. One nudged the fallen boy with his foot.

Then he kicked him. “Get up.”

“Yeah,” said the other one. “How’d you get rid of them?”

The voices were sharp, cruel. She held her breath, wishing she could help somehow. But what could she do? Run at them with her water bottle and the splintered plastic of her cell phone? Maybe she could practice that “confident woman’s walk” Paul had demonstrated.

If only she had a weapon, something to level the playing field.

You idiot. You do have a weapon.

Her car.

Adrenaline made for a good ally. She’d barely thought it before she was crawling through the back door and climbing into the driver’s seat, driving straight at them.

She had the satisfaction of watching her headlights illuminate their panic; then they were scrambling, diving to get out of the way. Not the Merrick twins, not anyone she could make out at all. Her foot punched the brakes at the last second, jerking the car to an abrupt stop.

“I called the cops!” she shouted out the window, feeling her heart kick against her ribs. “They’re on their way!”

But the boys were already bolting into the darkness.

Her fingers refused to release the steering wheel for the longest moment. She finally pried them free, and, leaving the engine running, eased out of the car.

She wished she’d turned the car differently, because the boy was mostly in shadow, away from the headlights. He lay face-down, the thick dark hair on his head matted with blood at one temple. They’d done a number on his face: More blood glistened on his swollen brow. Abrasions scored his cheek in various directions, as though he’d met the pavement intimately, and more than once. His black hoodie had taken a beating, and his jeans weren’t much better, sporting a tear down the side of one leg. He was breathing, a rattle of air pulling into his lungs, ending on a slight wheeze each time.

She’d never seen someone beaten so badly.

“Hey.” She gave his shoulder a little shake. He didn’t move. Those boys had run off on foot. She had no idea if they’d stay gone.

Now what, genius?

She left her car engine running, its headlights cutting a path in the darkness. She reached inside the door and pulled out her half-empty water bottle. She crouched beside him, feeling the cold grit of the pavement through her jeans. Then, using her hand to slow the flow, she trickled water down the side of his face.

At first, nothing happened. She watched in macabre fascination as the water pulled blood across his jaw, trailing over his split lip.

Then he came to with a vengeance.

Becca wasn’t ready for that, for him to explode off the ground in a fury, his fists swinging before his eyes were open.

She was lucky he was injured. She barely got out of his way. His momentum didn’t last long, however. He staggered to a knee, planting a hand against the pavement. He coughed and it shook his body; then he spit what looked like blood.

Now that he wasn’t lying on the ground, she recognized him. Christopher Merrick. Chris. He was a junior, like she was, but she couldn’t think of two words they’d ever exchanged. He was the Merrick twins’ younger brother, the type of guy who’d slouch in the back of the classroom and stare at the teachers with disdain, daring them to call on him. People left him alone, but that’s how he seemed to like it. An outsider by choice.

Unlike her.

“You gave me water,” he rasped, his head down.

His voice startled her, made her realize she was just standing there, clutching her water bottle so hard it made the plastic crackle.

“Yeah,” she said. “Those guys—they could come back—”

“Are you stupid?”

The derision in his voice was like a punch to the chest. “Funny. I was just asking myself that.”

“No. I just—I could have hurt—” Chris coughed again, then pressed his forehead to the ground, making a low sound in his throat. He spit blood again. She felt like she was standing in the middle of one of those cable crime dramas—the kind where the violence is too much for network television.

“Do you have a cell phone?” She cast a quick look out into the darkness, but the night remained still. “You need an ambulance.”

“I need a damn rainstorm.” He seemed to laugh, but it choked him. “A drizzle. Fog even.”

He was delirious. “Can you get into the car? I can drive you to the hospital.”

“No. Home.”

“Whatever. Climb in the car. Those guys could come back, and I’m not—”

A hand closed on her arm, hot and meaty and painful. A voice spoke from the darkness. “Did you think we wouldn’t wait and see?”

“Big surprise.” The other voice now. “No sirens.”

That hand swung her around. This guy didn’t go to her school. He looked older. College, maybe. Short blond hair framed a severe face, all angles and lines.

Something scraped on the pavement. “This is going to suck,” said Chris.

The other one was dragging him to his feet.

Becca knew how to swallow pain and keep emotion off her face. “Let me go. I didn’t call the cops, but he did.”

Those sharp features cracked into a smile. “We took his phone.”

“Good try,” said Chris. He coughed again. The other guy punched him in the side, and he dropped to the pavement.

The one on her arm shoved her up against her car. It hurt. She squealed before she could help it.

“You should have driven away, sweetheart.”

“Nah,” said the other, his dark hair making him look sinister. “That right there is dessert.”

Then she recognized his voice. Seth Ramsey. A senior. And part of the reason she’d been in that self-defense class.

His friend reached out to cup her chin. “Yeah. Dessert.”

Maybe it was Seth’s presence; maybe it was the implication in their words. Whatever, her mind didn’t think, her body just moved. The water bottle went flying and her arm swung.

Eye gouge.

Something squished under her fingers. He dropped her arm like a hot potato, shoving her away, flying back to put a hand to his face. “Bitch! You bitch!”

Holy crap! It works! She was choking on her breath, but she was free.

“Shut up, Tyler,” Seth hissed. “She might not have called the cops, but you’re gonna—”

“Freeze. Right there.”

At first she thought the cops had shown up. But it was Chris, her water bottle in his hand. He’d found his feet somehow, and though he looked a little unsteady, their assailants went still.

Chris drew a shaky breath. “Back off. Or I’ll mean that literally.”

Mean what literally?

“Yeah, right,” said Seth. “It’s one bottle.”

Chris shook it. The water sloshed. “Try me.”

He had to be out of his mind.

But they backed off. “Chill out, man,” said Tyler. “We’re just screwing around.”

“Yeah.” Chris gave that harsh laugh again, then swiped at his swollen lip. “Feels like it. Take another step back.”

They did.

She stared at Chris, as if her water bottle had somehow morphed into a gun, or a switchblade, or anything more intimidating than a plastic cylinder that read Aquafina.

“Becky,” he said. “Get in the car.”

“Becca,” she corrected automatically. Her voice was breathy, her hands still clenched in fists.

“For god’s sake—” His eyes slid left. “Just get in the car.”

She scrambled into the driver’s seat, her hands fumbling for the seat belt. Just when she wondered if he was going to get in, he yanked the back door open and almost fell into the car.

“Drive.”

Her foot smacked the accelerator and the car shot forward, swerving toward the building. Her heart beat on the back of her tongue, and she yanked the wheel. The car fishtailed before straightening out.

Chris swore. “Drive without killing me.” He coughed. “I should have clarified.”

She swung the car out of the parking lot and onto the main road, accelerating like a bank robber. Her breath was loud in the confines of the car. Houses whipped by, but she had yet to pass another vehicle.

She barely hesitated at the stop sign at the end of Old Mill Road, screeching through the turn.

“Hey.” Chris’s voice was quiet. “Take it easy. Their car was on the other side of the cafeteria. You can slow down.”

She eased her foot off the pedal. “What did they want? That one guy doesn’t go to our school.”

“Not anymore.” He paused. “Thanks.”

She swallowed. What was the right response? “You’re welcome” didn’t quite seem to cover it. Then again, his “thanks” didn’t, either. “Do you want me to take you to the hospital?”

“Nah. Home.” His breath hitched, and she took a glance at him in the rearview mirror. His eyes were half closed, his voice ironic. “If you don’t mind.”

She didn’t think that was a good idea, but what was she going to do, wrestle him into the ER? “Aren’t your parents going to freak when they see you?”

That rough laugh again. “I’d probably freak if I saw them.” A peal of thunder interrupted his words. Raindrops appeared on the windshield. “Figures,” he muttered. “Now it rains.”

Maybe he had a head injury. “Where do you live?”

“Just north of the fire station. On Chautauga. We’re the blue house at the end of the court.”

She nodded, her knuckles white on the steering wheel. He fell silent for a while, and she glanced in the rearview again to find his eyes on her. Blue eyes. Nice eyes, she noticed, sharp and intelligent under that fringe of dark hair.

Then he smirked. With the cuts and bruises on his face, it made him look a little scary. “You’re probably thinking I owe you my life.”

She jerked her eyes back to the road. “No,” she snapped. “Just sixty bucks.”

“You charge for the hero act?”

His voice sounded light, but she still heard the wheeze behind the words. Another quick glance in the mirror revealed his head had fallen back against the seat.

“I really think I should take you to the hospital. You probably have broken ribs.” And a concussion. “They can call your parents from there.”

“Why? You think they have a Ouija board?”

She glanced at him worriedly, and his eyes opened fully. “My parents are dead, Becca. Do you think you could open a window?”

Maybe the fresh air would help. She pushed the button to drop his window a few inches, not wanting to let the rain in.

He sighed. “Thanks.”

He fell silent for a mile, and when they came to the red light by the community college, she turned in her seat. His eyes were closed.

“Chris?”

He didn’t answer.

“Chris.”

Nothing.

“Damn it,” she whispered.
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