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I'm freezing, actually.
I'he waves are crashing against the b
and the water, which this alternoon h

ad been a wa

(Urquoise, has turned an tcy black. The rocks 1o wh
S to which I’y
1

clinging arc cutting into my ““Qi‘lllp\ and the bory ms of
ms o

myv feet. They're ~.|1p]1t-l'y as a glacier, but | can't let 20
é ) Or

1l fall into that Irigid water - ; .
I ” la 14 in \‘\-llll i]. o ¢ \duut-rﬂ““n‘
sharks are swarming — beneath me.

And since I'm wearing nothing but an extremely small
white bikint and a thigh holder for the dagger I've got
clenched between my teeth, 1 haven't got anything to
protect me from then razor-sharp teeth. I just have to hang
on, or clse tace possible limb amputation or, at the very

least, excruciating pain — worse than the pain I'm already

experiencing even. I've got to complete my mission, deliver
the package 10 the mansion perched on the chif above
It

Or I'll have 1o histen to André, the bitchy art director, go

on about 1t all night.

' . T ich he
‘No, no. no,” André velled on the boat from which |

. : R —. at spot
was directing the shoot. ‘Viy, adjust the gel on that sj

Oover ]ill'll \u, l||.1[ one ovel H.'r'fr',.

. . ackws: ds Into the
Seriously. 1 should have just fallen backwar
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"F}“I neth Valkyries recruiting souls of falley, Warrig
as Lo I halla, ~ . rs
W ngding them 10 Valhalla. T could do iy, i could g
and leadine

dhing ;

) b - wasn’t Valhalla at the top of P

- asn’t Ve yof the :
Except that 1WA I he CIT, jugy

seqs ook on their way to the
at tourists
a ]-03{1 Ih(i

. AIport iy,
ubby weeds growing along it.
crubb s

some S lone with some body armour, Iy
[ could have aonc : - i made pq

really, that @ trained assassin — which is whg, I was
SCNSE, LT .

ﬂ,pp;m;mi}'suppf?-‘iﬁd to be —would climb a cliff barefooy in

;!hi.l:ini, without eyven a POICket.“"hCI'C Shff’d be able 1o kccp
a cellphone. Except possibly ”‘1 h':”' kmfc‘:-ho!(i('—_-n Maybe
hat's why [ was holding the llcmﬁ': i my mouth instead of
where it would make sensc =in the holder?

But then, I'd noticed that role-playing-game designers
- or art directors — never considered practicality when
outfitting their characters a nd models.

You know what else would have made sense?
Photographing me in a nice warm studio back in New York
and then computer-imposing the image of the cliff and the
waves and the moonlight around me.

But Francesco wanted to inject realism into his shots.
That's why Stark hired him. Only the best for Stark
Enterprises.

The sharks that were swarming below me, waiting to
cat me when I fell off the stupid cliff face, were super

realistic,

You're doing great, Nikki,’ Trancesco called, clicking

Ay ‘] can really see the rim t'lc('.'rmin

) Ation g NOuF
face —

[ vowed that when T got off this clify Lwas L0 10 1ol
(he knifc and plunge it into one of Frzm(:uscn:x “-‘;}m’“‘:"‘"
Except that the knife blade was made ou ufiﬂmnt-..
But I bet icd still do the Job just fine. o
«_ the sheer desperation of a girl reduced by circum-
grances Lo her most fundamental self) Franceseo went on,
s she struggles for survival in a world v '

]

‘ht:l‘l: CYervone
and everything seems o be pitted against her -

The funny thing was, Francesco had basically just
described my daily existence.

1 think she’s supposed to be happy; actually) André said,
counding concerned. “Because she knows she's wearing
§rark-brand deodorant, and that gives girls the confidence
they need to get the job done.”

Oh. So this was a dcodorant ad.

‘Happy, Nikki,’ André called. ‘Be happy! We've in the
islands! You should be having a good time with this?”

I knew André was right. Lsheald have been having a ¢ood
time with this. What did 1 have to be so unhappy about
anyway? I had everything a girl my age could \\';lnli [ hada
great carceras the Face o (Stark Enterpriscs, forwhichTwas
more than well compensated. I had my own L‘.s'u-lmlrmvnn
loft in a landmark building in downtown Manhattan, i.-'hu:'n
I shared with the most adorable miniature poodle i1 li“—
history of time, plus a hilarious — though I'm nml suu': m‘lt.

‘ . ate who routinely gets
means 10 be — celebutante room-mate

7 avenyols 10 1OWIL
us into all the best party spots in 1o
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ic ad a designer wardrobe
as rich. I hac g 10')(, i s

1l Frette sheets onmy kmg-si'/.cd bed
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closets, &f

Jaster bath with a Jacuzzi tub, a gourmg
nasth

1 eranite counters and all -
with black granite cot and all Sl

appli
d a full-time housckeeper slash masseuse

who
ly discovered, knows how to give (almogy)

Angeg,
an 21150, \

recent p“illlcss

Wanes.

[ was even still doing pretiy well in school (despite the
Jate nights and oh-so-painful carly mm'nings, thanks l:
(hat celebutante room-mate).

And, OK, my straight-A average was Pretty much gho,
due to the fact that my employer kept ripping me oy of
class periodically to send me 1o some tropical island o
wave my butt over a bunch of sharks so he could haye my

picture taken in the dark.

But if [ spent every spare minute of my time studying,

' 1 could maybe graduate on time with the rest of my class.
Not too shabby for a girl who had spent a month of this
past semester in a coma.,

Sowhy was I so freaking depressed?

Make herlook happy,’ T heard André say to Brandon, who
obliged by calling out, ‘Hey, Nik! This is just like that time
youand I were in Mustique together last year, remember?
And you were doing that shoot for British Vogue, and we had
that private cabana? And we drank all that Goldschliger?

Then we weny skinny-dipping? God, we had the best

tme, , !

: Ihii[ was "'-’h(:il I l'llmt.:l‘l]l)m'cd. \IV]']).' I was SO dC])[-USSC(]:
mean,

prci'c!'ah'c to hcaring the rest of By

That was also when Tlet go of the hiff-fuee
[¢ was just that suddenly, being caten i .s:l;;;l-l,-\., :
ey _\-_lm,\,__ Stemed
Because I'd heard a lot of similay ${oFies m_"‘
month — not just from Brandon, byt from gy

vianhattan —and Thad a preuty good jde

v the pagt
vs all Over

a how it wie oo
1
45 gomg

rnoout. For a seventeen-year-old — and one

o tu

. . ho was
allegedly going out with her employ

et
s only son - Nikk;

Howard had certainly had a lot of male companions

[ heard sereams from the boat. Bug a part of me didu'y
even care. 1 hit the water backwards. Tt was eV

than I'd imagined it would be. All the breath w

en colder

as sucked

from my body; and the shock was so intense, for a second
[ wondered iff a shark had bitten me in half, T knew from a
documentary Christopher and 1 had once watched that a
shark’s teeth were so sharp, their victims didn’t even feel
that first, initial crunch. They often weren’t aware they'd
been injured . .. not until they were surrounded by the

warm current of their own blood.

Bone-chilling cold wasn’t the only thing 1 experienced
as L hit the water, though. [was also plunged into darkness.
At least at first. Until my vision adjusted to the murky
water, and I saw that the lights from the boat had lit up
the ocean around me. That was when T knew Ihadn’ been
bitten in half, There weren’t any swirling clouds of blood
around me. Just dark blobs I realized were nurs

. . ! . PR gy o
swimming frantically to get away from me. 28
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were of them. I could also sce my own hairy SWayIS
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If 1 resurfaced.
Except ... well, the trn i
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there. Cold, veah. But peaceful. Quiey Me mee doyy,
w2liet. Merm

: B ; aids h-
richt idea. What was Ariel thinking, wanj P owhad g
5r W Ing 1
land, anyway? A
It was totally amazing, and for a sccond o two, |
‘_ - ) . . vo, | [
about how cold and miserable Iwas, and that 1 ¢ ; i
3 : ¢ Yy
my butt. Oh, and that I couldn’ -
' ;2 at I couldn’t breathe and was pyol
- ‘ ’ ‘ '
drowning. N
But then, what di i
: did I have to live for
: ¢ for anyway? Sure, |
was greal, I guess, havi st
great, I guess, having access (o the Stark Enterpris
; . X Ses
WINE » - » v
private plane and not having to do my own dishes and
- £ . ‘
(rer F 100 [y H
getting all the free lipgloss I could ever want.
But 'd never ae b
Sut I'd never actually cared about lipgloss
The fact was ' | .
= U We e Iy “ar 7
! actwas, Iwas being [orced to work for a corporation
Wads pretly sur 1
AUy sure was res shle for turnine 4 ical
i ) was responsible for turning America into
: endless, soulless et
\ 55, soulless strip mall,
And 1]|p " il- :
Snd if ]' wuy Hiked didn’t know I was alive. Literally
andal ITold him s 3 . i
- him I wasn’t dead, Stark Enterprises, that
TS PEELLY sure was sovi i
) Swas spying on me every chance 1t ot was

'._"l,-”l..,; Loy

throw my
Fow my parents in jail.

)
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And, oh }'l"“h: my brain hag been removed

- —— N = el |
and put into someone clse's, ftom My bl
- . i

So what was the point of living? | 1.,
b can, 'E'l;:;dh.‘_)

I figured ’d just stay down there, Ty )
% VAas e

85 stressiul, in

a Jot of wayss than my real life. And tha o
SRS N ¢x
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tion. 2
The next thing 1 knew, though, there wae
: Vs an l:l\(ll"ll‘u(l'l'l"l

splzlsi' heside me. And suddenly Brandon fully clog
’ v clothed,

s swimming towards me, and had grabbed )
; i : e 16, and was
pul!mg me — gasping and choking - (o the surf: y
‘ £ surface, w
then 1o the boat. B
as a little angry. And also shiveri
[ was < angry also shivering uncontrollably,

5 AL i ! oy P .
OK, 1 guess I didn’t really want to live on the botom of
A . ]

the occan.
But 1 didn’t need to be rescued either 1 wasnt really

going L0 SLaY under there until my lungs filled and 1 choked

1o death on brackish scawater
I don’t think.

When [ looked past Brandon’s taut arm muscles as
towed me back to the boat, T saw my agent's assistant

he
1g at me worricdly from the bow.

peerit
God, Nikki, arc you OK? Shauna cried.

‘Oh my

Cosabella, who she was clutchin
I’d forgotten about Cosabella.

1 so selfish? Who'd have taken

wsible enough. She

1 in her arms, was barking

hysterically. Cosabella.

How could 1 have beer
alu isn't respot

alf the time
she remember 10 fee

care of Cosabella? 1
forgets to feed hersellh (except for MORLOS

- | auny
and popeorn). No way would daum

dog.
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Shauna had asked a g g
a good question, 1 10

something I'd been asking myself [ K21
§ sking myself for ; h;
{ for awhile I U

» . Wa
Sometimes I wondered if I'd ever be OK 10w, i
Nikki,' I heard Francesco call out [ Kagain,
| ' % 4 rom lhc ] .
God. It’s all right. I got the shor.” boa, than,
Great. Not: Nikki, thank God. You're all yig)
thank God. 1Us all right: I got the shot $ht. But: Nikki

God forbid he might not have.
Because Stark Enterprises would never have |
i ave let - .
us go home otherwise. el any:qf

Not until we got the shot.

Twwo

| was alone in MY hotel room (well, alone except for
('<,q;1llttl|2ls who wouldn’t stop licking the salt water from

my face)s attempting o defrost in my balcony’s private

hot b [ had the jets on full, hoping to casc the cuts

on MY hands and feet caused by hanging on to the cliff-
face Being @ model, T was learning, could be painful, and
sometimes even life-threatening. Brandon and the rest of
the p;;uph': from the photo shoot had gone off for another
one of their 1iu)us:uui-dc‘:'llm' sashimi dinners — expensed

o prandon’s father, billionaire Robert Stark, of course ~

at the hotel restaurant downstairs. I'd declined joining
them in favour of the hot tub, a burger from room service,
and a few rounds of Journeyquest in front of my MacBook
Air. Listening to gossip about the Olsen twins and then
dancing to techno-pop; which 1 knew would follow, didn’t
seem all that appealing after what Pd been through.

Actually, it never seemed all that appealing to me . .
although Brandon had stood outside my door, begging me
10 reconsider, for a long time while I’d shivered.

Which was why, when Nikki’s cellphone played the first
few bars of Fergic’s ‘Barracuda’, I was surc it was him
calling.

It’s embarrassing to have ‘Barracuda’ as a ringtonc.

) ] .
W1} T : . . .
Jut Pd never gotten around to changing it. Actually, since

11
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hrowing me in first period Public Speaking were

atorn.
Jately he was always throwing MeKayla

n ;lg;liu,
| looks in class all the time too, 5o this might

weire
ant nothing.

¢ was different,” Lulu said.

¢ of information caused me w situp suaaghter

it picc
I‘ot tlll).

2" [°d gotten
e Plus my hands were wet, so 1 almost

a bit pruny from having been in

tub so lor
¢ cellphone. “What did he want?”

alk to }'ou.’

4id with foreed paticnce. You needed alot of

when dealing with Lulu. It was like dealing with o

F;ﬂicncc
¥ vt = 2 . 1 AL L -
ﬁ\-c-}‘car‘()id' But what about? I mean, did he say what he
“‘ﬂn‘ L'.d?,
g gum. Loudly. In my car. ‘He just

Lulu was chewir
caid you'd know:
needed 10 see you
his namc.’

My shoulders slumpc
Christopher. |
aame. He was like that.

A . . s
inese scam artists g(JIIlg to }".C'_’p s 1 0 | U
on the news that a wealthy ¢

W

And that it was important and that he

and that he'd be back. (e didn't leave

d with disappoinunent. It wasn’t

mean, Christopher would have left his

Which meant it could only have been another one of

Seriously, you'd think they'd give up. Just how long were
? Really, announce

elebrity had amnesia and you
u,-‘

Lvea

suldnt believe what kind of scum ors

ed out of the
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Pd never gotten over my suspicion that Nikkyry
¥ o i ) 3 e i; ’
brand cellphone was bugged (her Stark-brand pay |}, k.
« i

' == ! ' di
pracking Sottvareopat=m hy wouldn’t Stark be ad

on her phone calls too?), I'd just never botilct'(:(lIi::::;;tjg ¥
Jime to figure out how to work her phone beyond hittl,]u:
the delete button. I simply avoided using it most - nl\g
time. preferring to make my personal calls on the iPh:; k-l
I'd bought with onc of Nikki’s credit cards instead. .
[ checked the caller ID (I'd totally learned not (o pick
up unless ] recognized the name. Otherwise I'd find :nvm%
at the receiving end of 2 long harangue about why [ 11::dn’1
called in so long and how much someonc with a name
like Eduardo was just dying to {Iy to Paris with me again)
and was surprised to sec that it wasn’t Brandon at all, but
Lulu.

aWhat?” 1 said. We stopped being polite with cach
other the night she and Brandon had kidnapped me from
the hospital after my surgery in a misguided attempt to
‘rescue’ me.

‘Um,’ Lulu said, ‘there was a guy here to sce you.’

‘Lalu In the short time that I'd lived with Lulu, I'd
come to love her like a sister. So I'd be the first person to
admit she’s short of a few brain cells. “There’s always a guy
there to see me.’

[t was sad, but true. The loft we shared was like guy
central, The only guy who'd never s{oppcd by our loft to
see me was the one guy [ actually longed 10 have there.

And he didn’t seem 1o have made up his mind about
whether or not he liked me yet. At least if (he weird 10oks
12

-

he kept throwing me in first period Public Speaking were
1t .

any indication.
| "!'hcn again, lately he was always throwing MceKavla
Donoftio weird looks in class all the time oo, so this might
have meant nothing.

. . i e
“['his one Was different,’ Lulu said.

That picce of information caused me to situp straighter
in the hot wub. | ‘ | |
No kidding? I’d gotten a bit pruny from having been in
the hot tub so long. Plus my hands were wet, so T almost
GTAl . - %
dropped the cellphone. what did he want?
Puh. To talk to vou
T know; I said with forced patience. You necded a lotof

paticnce when dealing with Lulu. It was like dealing with a

li\rc-}'::ar—uld. ‘But what about? I mcan, did he say what he
wanted?’

Lulu was chewing gum. Loudly. In my car. ‘He just
said you'd know. And that it was important and that he
nceded to see you and that he’d be back. He didn't leave
his name.”

My shoulders slumped with disappointment. It wasn’t
Christopher. 1 mean, Christopher would have left his
name. He was like that,

Which meant it could only have been another one of
then.

Seriously, you’d think they’d give up. Just how long were
these scam artists going to keep at it? Really, announce
on the news that a wealthy celebrity had ammesia and you

wouldn’t believe swhe ; =
elieve what kind of scum crawled out of the



bowels of the F-train tunnel, claiming (o bye ek
or even a relation. It was unbelievable hf;w ‘Jb-c [‘I'icmi,
cousins Nikki Howard apparently had. ey firgy

‘He said you'd know what it was abouy
me.

Luluy in['m'mctl
‘How am I supposed to know what i’

about ify
. 8 don?
even know his name?” I asked. l

‘I don’t know,” Lulu said, ‘but Karl showed e W
guy looked like on the sccurity camera, And he

hat th
all the other ones. This one was young

asn’t like
W €. And kinda hot. Anq
he didn’t have any visible neck tattoos.’

My heart skipped a beat. And not because I°d been iy
the hot tub longer than the twenty minutes recommended
on the sign posted beside the timer on the balcony wall

4 )
cither.

“Young?” I didn’t want to get my hopes up. 1 mean,
they'd already been dashed so many times before when
Christopher had glanced my way in Public Speaking, only
to turn out to be looking at the clock, or some homeless

zuy out the window, or McKayla Donofrio. “Wait, Lulu ..
was this guy blond?’

There was a pause as Lulu appeared to be trying to
remember. ‘Yeah. Blond-ish, anyway.’

Good cnough. *Was he tall?” I asked.
‘Uh-huh,” Lulu said.

['thought I must be having a heart attack, which the hot

tub regulations explicitly warned could happen. At least in

the pregnant or elderly, of which I was neither.
But I had had major surgery a couple months

14

ago, $0

ou nevel know.
y

Beside me, Cosabella was licking my
; gcrl\‘ where some of the water from the hot tub
J eagerh
cheek © R
i plashed on 10 my lace. |
. he built?”’ [ asked. I'd started scrambling to get
“Was he : i | .
: { the hot tub. 1 didn't need to die of a heart attack
the
out 0

hen my dream was finally about to come true. And
.o when M) : i 4
just W ; an hour ago I’d been seriously considering
£ 1 A
0k it residence under the sca. But not really. Tt had
pane ;

per n there.
peen pretty cold down

Also, 1 did kind of want to sce what happened in Realims,
ht; ncu"(:ﬂ version of fourneyquest. The only problem was, in
-[m exclusive deal with the game’s designer, you could. only
:i(:l Realms if you bought Star'k Quark, i.h(: new PC Stark
T-Imcl'pl‘iscs was unveiling for the h.Oilda}.-'s. Journeyquest
en foo mad about that. Much. *
puilt, but . . . fit?’

| Like, not built-
fans hadn't be -

qr was hard to tell on the security camera,” Lulu said.
But T wouldn’t kick him out of the loft, let’s put it that

way,
“Oh my God.” I snatched a towel off the balcony railing.
My heart was racing like I'd just gotten off the treadmill
(which was something T had to do regularly now, in order
o stay in shape. But it was OK, because Nikki's body
enjoyed working out, unlike my old one, which despised
it). Leouldn’t believe it. After all this time —weeks now, I'd
been waiting — Christopher was [inally coming around.

Aud T had to be in the Virgin Islands when it
Ilﬂ]lpunu{l!

l[ .
Al . Ty . .
ulu. Lulu, That was Christopher! It has to be!



Now that I was out of the hoy tub, 17
L » L S5y
like I was going to have a hear attack, My |
y : . . e ALV fyer
slamming into the back of my ribg, DUt it vy,
appy, anticipatory way. Like, Bano. =
happy, I ¥ way sDang-bang, Chyis topliis

see you! Bang-bang, Christopher finally A i .
- (}ul ol.

i idc i ‘¢ himy .
while on the outside I might seem like ()¢ pert, M thy
* L84

4 soulless corporation intent on suck;i £
a soulle I vsucking the life

myv way these past few weeks to subtly vt
/ J v e (

ct face of
blogg from
i v I was Stll his
cool, vidco-game loving, soul!c:ss-cm'!’m'“li(m'h'“i" | ‘

‘] g Jesy

small businesses everywhere, on the inside

friend, IEm.

Without zu:.t ually saying- s0, of course, or ] might have
invoked the full “'““[‘. of Robert Stark and his high.
powered legal team. While T was positive | could trygy
Christopher with the truth, and that he’d never (e -ii:I
could even get him to believe me, which was a whole othe;
story — what I couldn’t do was trust that my telling him
wouldn’t be overheard somehow by Stark. Sometimes they
even scemed to know what I was thinking. Don’t ask m;:
how.

Still, it hadn’t been ecasy, trying to get Christopher to
sce that T'was Em behind Nikki Floward’s perfect blue eyes,
especially what with McKayla Donofrio constantly trying
tointerrupt me every five seconds (what was with her new
crush on Christopher? He cut his hair and suddenly even
the head of “Tribeca Alternative’s Business Club thought
he was hot) and my having to reler o Journgyquest almost
constantly in order to hold his attention.

Was that what had lured him to the loft? It had to be.
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cl istopher was {inally catching on that I was his
b ire . e ‘. !

et sm Watts in Nikki Floward’s body, or he was
I Twas stalking him. Maybe he'd stopped by

ating McKayla and to gently recommend
=] .

pit)
old (riend ] '
-;t:u'linglnlllln
;m::ll me he W:fs |
ck counselling.

= ative thinking,
it. No. refuset ; e

(;(r

| to stoop 1o such neg
doorman to tell him that I'm

I s¢
Wa
Cat

H ne
coming hot .
ck. That

, you just ask the n ot |
; 2 ] said to Lulu. ‘Christopher, I mean, If

y I’ll be home as soon as I possibly

je comes ba
]

L 1 i z ' b e rucss. B3
Sure,’ Lulu said, with a yawn. ‘I mcan, I guess. But |
Sure, . : :

Hu can’t just c and tell him yourself,

Jon't sce why you can’t just call him and t \

{ ' [T H e Y

y the holiday party =

ite him t¢
wite him . . | ;
d anning this huge holiday party for

Lulu had been pl | R
Apparently she and Nikki had been famous for it,
S F It ¥yl

‘.\rc{fk T ) o " ' ' l
-top entertaining in general, The annua

and their over-the
party had always been a huge success (.tlm 1\fo vears the
srls had had it so far), with paparazzi showing up and
;holos from it appearing in Page Six and even in Vogue,
and their friends loved it. Lulu hersell” hadn’t been able
to concentrate on anything else since December the first,
much to the chagrin of her agent and manager; who were
trying to get her to finish her album, which was supposed
to drop sometime in the spring.

There was just one little problem with Lulu’s holiday
party this year, a problem that she didn’t know about yet: 1
wasn't going to be there.

Ldidn’t know quite how 1 was going to break this news

o her, Basicallv " = ;
wically, Lulu didn’t have any family except for
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me (or, rather, Nikki), since hep parents
¥ B \\,'{:I.c "
- ([]\’0 .
I'Ce .
g

ler "")IL-

scemingly completely uninteresgeq B
h 1 1(:1. I r
= felg

Jeaving her alone for the holidays
L .'., CSneet- v

blowout party. Pecially fo her yy;

)Iq

But what was I supposed to do? | |
commitment. - had a Previgy,
In reply to her question about Chrisy
supposed to know his numbm;’[I.cmindcd'l (‘jl"]‘!cl; Tm g,
I wonder how he found out where T live.? o Rc"‘cmbcr?

‘It’s not hard,” Lulu said. ‘All
F il I said, anyhoclv has i
Yhastodo is]
0()1;['()1-

the lines of depressed-looking Eurotrash ki
§ Ipsters hanginu
o

L —— 3 = ¢ [])cl
the time of day .. . or the money they want you 1o | \
. 7 iy 0 1 ]in!,;

around outside, wanting to know why you won’t N

you owe them because they're your
\ s \ ‘our long-lost
. ; st unemploye
cousin.’ R
I'd towelled off and was throwi
as throw a pair of ;
h o F: owing on a pair of jeans
and a cami over my bra and pantics — no casy lcat whil
5 ) L C
clutching a cellphone and trying not to step on an excited
miniature poodle. ’
But you’d be surprise fasty
e ). ..SUI prised how fast you learn to get dressed
i all kinds of conditions when people are constantly
stripping you with absolutely no privacy whatsoever.
B ) i < S . > 1
Lulu,’ I'said, ‘do we have to talk about my faux relatives
right now?’
EEAP o s iy . a X )
Whatever, Lulu said. “That one dude was kind of hot,
I a greasy way.”
I He was my fake cousin,’ 1 reminded her. ‘Seriously;
ulu, what : : : e me
1, what am | going to do? Brandon wants to take me

Jet=skiing tomorrow:’

At Lulu sounded confused. ‘Brandon wants Lo
avhats ™
“'h“‘?, Liing, 11 lJc‘llt-d Tle savs he thinks Vm
-"-:-}'I""j, H H il T pl ok
ey ke ME J{’l <
Ik g
a0 “g L.
. s L]
oo llj..{]'ll-

think that?

ound . ;
woull Now Lulu sounded ncredulous.

1\.\!““]1(1

1 he The spirit-transfer thing
u :

Avhy wo
in?'

L . - « Ty . i -

agt™ convinced her former room-

Uh.

¢ Nikkian

ant

) Poor Lulu was still

d IThad swapped sou
cd into her body. 1 didn’

it Brandon having recentlydragged me
after my having made no attempt

Is, not that my brain had

at
- ] twant to tell her the
en transp

he
1 —the part abot

truth

up from (he ocean floor |
(o save myscll from drownir
e were talking over Nikki’s Stark-brand phone, which 1
- and there was every chance somceone

1g. It was too weird. Plus, since

\was sure was bugged,
from Brandon’s dad’s office was probably listening in on
our conve
about any of this — espect

id, Yeah. I guess so.”

rsation, it was a bad idea to have been talking
ally my ‘spirit transfer’ — anyway.
So [ just st
‘But you got the shot, right?’
" 4Of course we got the shot,” 1 said.

“Then, Lulu said, ‘whatever. You're Nikki Howard.
What you say goes. Just tell him the jet leaves tomorrow,
or else.’ Stark Enterprises flies its employees, including
n'w, around on one of several private jets, a move that's
ll!nf: cficient for them but hardly friendly towards the
:11:1:::!1[2:;:.:I::::zj)_ml[.i‘:;.)lPl..im 1$ nOW .lmgc. I’ve had to
ofieti its of Nikki’s money in an attempt to



Still, even though the jet said Stark Enterprige
ot il A SLS on
Brandon considered it his personal properqy, u,

‘But technically it’s Brandon’s jer,’ 1 reminded ey ¢
o

his dad’s, really, but whatever. How do 1

Or

a3 alk him intg
Jeaving carly:

You don’t talk him into leaving carly, Luly said

P, - g A

“I"
- - ou
tell him you have to leave tomorrow, and to make

s 3 Sure ‘]'lc
planc 15 ready. Then you do that thing you do with you,

tongue—

‘Oh, my God,” Iinterrupted, quickly. This was definitely
not a conversation for Stark legal, or whoever mighy 1,
listening in on Nikki Howard’s phone calls — if, indecd,
anyone was = (0 overhear. ‘Lulu?

‘Or you could just get back together with him,” Luly
said, sounding as if the idea had just occurred to her, 9
mean, you know that’s what he wants. Ie’s been a wreck
ever since the two of you broke up. But I don’t sce how
getting back together with him would work, since you like
another guy—"

‘OK, Lulu,’ I said. She’d obviously been cating way too
much microwave popcorn again. Some days when I wasn’t
around, that’s all she ate, because she couldn’t cook. ‘I
have to go now . . .’

“Too bad you can’t just leave tonight,” Lulu said, with a
sigh. ‘But that would mean flying commercial’

She uttered the words fying commercial’ in the same
revolted tone my sister Frida would say ‘wearing non-
dcsigncrjt;;ms’,

¢ 3 ; & - srapilid
Ooooh,” Lulu squealed in my car, having apparentl
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serve Oysters

t thought of something clse. *I'm getting the caterer (o
us &

Rockefeller at the party, and you know whi
ps are? AN aphrodisiac, that’s what., Once Christopher
oysters _‘ he won't be able to Fésist your
ll;t:’;[fi:;:-,\x':l::;:l’l the time or place to break it 1o her that |
wash’
pot my thing),
pabbed my room ‘
a trotting along aller me.

or rather, Cosabella did = sitting on one

( going to be around for the holidays (also, oysters, so
=] =4 i ) ; ©
so I just said of course, and hung up. Then |
key and headed out to look for Brandon,

Gosalwll

I found him — |
{ the thickly cushioned chairs on the empty Y
ol the )

1o the hotel bar with his face buried in the cleavage
outsiae

urant hostess.

of the resta X ol
* [ said, torn between mortification and

Pexcuse Me,

amusement. . | ‘ :
Brandon dropped the hostess in surprise. She fell off
LS v
the deckehair, landing on the e el el St
‘Ouf?!".

I gasped and said, ‘Oh, T'm so sorryl’ Cosy barked
::xcitt-:(ll)-' as the hostess — her name tag read Rhonda -
rubbed her backside and glared at me from the ground.

Nikki.’ Brandon stood up and stepped over Rhonda as
if she wasn’t even there. ‘Are you all right? What are you
doing here? I thought you said you were going to bed.’

Tam,” I said. ‘Or at least, 'm going to soon. Are you
all right?”” I asked Rhonda, since Brandon secemed to have
forgotten her existence.

Tm fine,” Rhonda said, giving Brandon a withering
glance he didw’t even notice.
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e something wrong?’ Brandon wanted 10 ki
Ny,

‘I¢ the
s asking me, not the woman whose |

acksidy

C’)n]-\r hc Wwe )
just broken in the process of d"“]}ping

he'd nearly
‘Can I get you somethir

: o she. I just to neede o P
I'm [h J 1ieeded to ask you i

her
Ll C ol
1g? Dinner? Are you hungpy?

'.L\'_O,’ 1 S:Ii([-

thing—
A pything.” Brandon looked cager. “What is i1?*

{Um,’ I said, bending down and scooping Cosy up to giy,
' : : . . Sive
Rhonda a chance to C5€ape; since the dog kept trying to lick

the hostess’s face as she tried to climb to her fect, It ¢y

watl ...

No, really’ Brandon didn’t seem to care at all aboyy
Rhonda any more, OF her cfforts to become vertical,
What?’

Behind him, Rhonda had gotten up, smoothed out
her tight black skirt, and lifted the tray on which she’d
been serving Brandon his after-dinner drink when things
had apparently gotten . . . well, cosy between them. As
she walked away, her head held high, 1 got a hint of her
perfume as it waf ted back towards us on the warm tropical
breeze.

It was ‘Nikki’, now available at a special holiday rate

of forty-nine ninety-nine at any Stark Megastore. It costs

Stark a couple of dollars a bottle to make (in China, of

course), less than that to ship, and smells so cloying 1
wouldn’t actually wear it in a million years.

I0s just that I know you mentioned wanting o leave
the day after omorrow,” I said. ‘But I was wondering if we

could leave a litle carlier instead.”
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Lier? Brandon scemed confuse ' \
qrarlier? ;1 : ed confused, Whittever 1y s \
—arently been expecting me 1o agk
| appare e € I s B me 10 ask, it wasn't whis
 a suspicion Lulu had been right, and thay he'd Bt \
inted 1o et Hack \
) 5 . = = \
[t was a hope he’d been harbouring for some

he'¢
1 hac i o
Loping [ was going to ask him if he ws
1otk
rogether :
i Al 10 was never going . R \
(me- Gadly, 1w - going 1o come true . . . Brandon .
Jave been Nikk’s type, but he just wasn’t mine

might 1 : ;
not while there was still hope that Christopher ,

At leasts
might some
‘Oh, not too1

day come a round. ‘Flow much carlier? .\
nuch,’ Isaid. ‘Twas thinking, say, tomorrow -.

el
ing, around nine. |

morn - e
But that’s when Dad had us originally scheduled 1o '*.

2 S P Py PR, Fa . e . \
e Brandon said, looking astonished. ‘1 was going 1o y

hlow that off and take you on jet-ski tour of the island
] N

?
instead. | hete
During which, [ was sure, he’d been hoping P'd fall head
over heels in lo
. gy AR e ] fd LR

seah, Isaid. And thats soswect of you. But something’s

ve with him again.

; Ao T
cOme up; and I really necd to get back to town

and snorkelling,’
rkelling tomorrow after lunch.’

Brandon said. ‘I was thinking we
could go sno Ao ]

well. 1T had shown a ceriain affinity for being

H

underwater.

“I'hat sounds so fun,’ I said. ‘But 1 really need to get
home.’

AWiv? Brandon asked. His dark eychbrows had lowered
in a manner that, if T hadn’t known better, 1 might have
deseribed as menacing. Except that Brandon didn’t have a

menacing bone in his body.



‘I's personal,” T osaid. T wasny
f‘l!l'lhc:‘. - -ll)n“l
But . .. 1 don’t want to leave eailera

- CAr 12 ;]'

back down into the deckehair h andon g,
. ‘..

»
d e
POpped oy ol Pheg
from i
s n his
he was ready to argue. And that, unless |
s 1w

I\ ang

reached for his dreink. Tt was elear
““““Hlu th-
i

his girlfriend, he wasn’t going anvwhere Ay be
Great. I should have known i '\\'()lli([‘- - I‘
No way, howeven, was 1doing the thi ‘-“”"‘7 O
whatever it was. : e Ongue
I slipped on to the deckehair beside By
leaned forward, even though I knew \m\'L ~— '“.”dU“'S s,
the front when I did this. [ was wearing 1 ]L.‘""“ .El.?llipud o
itwasn't like he was sceing anything h:,: ;1'1:11 d” " v
a few hours earlier when Iwas in II;\’ biki‘ni e k.
Still, he couldn’t scem to make himself nor
It really was true . .. the power of the cami ws ‘T "
?’c underestimated, something Irida had trie ilh 5 TU
fl]lO my head years before, but 1 would I!c\:' 'l(;' e
insisting that, as a feminist, T wouldn’t wear trl 'mc".
lhl.i[ objectified the female form. Lulu was the (;;:_[ !::rIL":
:::s[ncn:l out that camis don’t objectify, but enkance ]:;1[-:
arts all women she
e omen should be proud of, no matter what their
: Docs your father know you're keeping the corporate jet
an extra twenty-four hours, Brandon?’ I asked sweetly.
f:.zmdon went right on looking. |
ho cares what my dad thinks? he asked a liule

sullenly, ‘I¢
" s n H Pk : #
ot like we don’t have other jets he

ONE v v

ilty about
Already got the
vhelling and _'11~t-,~:’|:i'1u;g'." 1

All the money this s costing

A shot? Especially
e when we've Especially
: coeoaust S

q e l
\\]"1

e [
vou! ) vout can y¥o SN0

.na!-;cii 1 said, watehing as | traced alittle circle on

oy prando

.-

ok d seen Lulu perform numerous times
¢ drinks at the nightclub Cave.

his ke
\ Brandon? A little. Did 1

s who'd pought he
p puy A
m‘lll feel had pt::'l(:umnb it o
> it 42 Totally: My dad anc
hopt 1

voul Lnow.

i know)

| 11 aren’t exactly close,
\\'U[' N
' said 3}1111)11llll:lil‘.:l“}'.

s ago for that ashram, and Uve barely

yleftyed

‘_\!}‘IIIUII
» Brandon went ot

n her since,
[ could tell
[ said again.

slurring his words

it
As usual.

lile.

‘1 LnoMs
put I'd read an article

he'd had oo much to drink.
[ actually didn’t know this
about it once in a People

iu‘l‘.\'l]llilll}'—
L(JOk 1 C'nlll’l S )l.?“lll-i
¥

v left lying around. '
ut personally I’d prefer
don’t = 1 took my hand away

agazine Frid canr ‘
1 'l{ wWe 'lt,'ll_

for cveryone else, b
W as scheduled. I we
and leaned back

down my shirt. This was another strategy

1(!1!1(11'['()
from his knee i\l)l'llpl])’, lilkillg away his
pleasant view

Lulu had taught me. Giveth a little, then taketh away. But

you have to time it just right. = T'm going Lo leave on the
first commercial flight I can get on.”
[Tl WO, G L2 T =
Commercial?” Like Lulu, Brandon secemed horrified
a the idea of my flying commercial. So horrificd that he
caught up my hand a ith a quick
P my and, with a quick movement, tugged

me towards him. Hard.,



‘Now what's so important | i |
7 Z ack in N y
SNew York
th
Nande.
L= mavh,

at-bov o

v 0V Zood |
Aos o o | g 4
apparent lack of interest in anything but Bae

Nikki Howard, would fly commercial? 1y der A voy
i ?
Um ...oops. I always seemed 1o e
he so wasn't my type, with his fi [)chle_
0]{\; =
2 angg

i artist he ardi ;
Jatest hip-hop artist he was promoting — thay B nd

Nikki Howard’s ex. Also that the two of them
to the tabloid clippings I'd found in Nikkjs

andoy i
a\ccording
room (sheg

] ] a draw
the bottom of her nightstand) = had been hot ;

saved every article ever printed about her ip
Cr
for at least a year. The last thing I needed wa:,-u;;(:_ heavy
getting jealous that the reason I wanted 10 get hj‘fﬁu
Manhattan so badly was because the guy I'm ?n I(n.:-.t -lo
might finally be coming around. ‘ Ea
‘Nothing,” I said innocently. ‘T just have to get back

U get back to
school. Remember? I'm still in school? T have finals this
week.” :

Brandon’s grip on my hand got a little looser. Instead of
clinging possessively, he started sliding his fingers up my
dArin.

‘Oh, sure. School,” he echoed. ‘Tinals.”

As soon as his fingers reached the back of my neck and
curled into the heavy damp tangles of my haiy, I realized
we were going to have a problem. I won’t deny it: it felt
good, having his fingers there. That was the problem, and
Bz_'andml knew it. This was one of the many issues I had
'-'-‘ll!'l '.-:hal Stark Enterprises had done to me, putting my
brain inside Nikki Howard’s body. I didn’t like Brandon

Stark - at leas i
{ at least, not in that way.
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i Howard liked Brandon Stark ... oral least
id. My eves drifted closcd — totally against my
o SR gently knead the place where
e P gpine.
o met my Sl i) ;
:n}rskul ! <0 wrong! Brandon knew Nikki Howard was
hig was 2
This W :
celess in the fa
I'd (liscm-crcd shortly
ent Hmp when anyonc st
W : k o
.pine met the back of her neck.
I ew that, and was coléiisge- inbai

ccof a good neck massage. Mer entire
defen after a hairstylist first tried it

body’ arted kneading the place

on Me
whert het

grandon obviously ke
: s e situation.
aol the RI18¢ . . -
advantas® ever think about now,” he

it seems like .
“I'hat and this

school is all you

Sl:\rk-l?,n1crpriscs—is-ruining-thc-

went Ot

country cra
qi's not €

ding. “Your d

as to the de

l)." =Y
raps murmurcd as his fingers went on
alds

ad’s company 18 €

cay of small-town .»'\tncricz\——-’

ontributing to global
knead
warmit

AMan, iUS S
wdon murmured hack.

1 as well : ' i
J exy when you talk all revolutionary like that,

Brat
His voice sounded so clos
d his face directly in front of mine, his lips

¢, I opencd my €yces. 1 was

surprised to fin
justainch from my mouth.
Oh no. It was happening

leaning towards him, my body swaying closer to his as

again. 1 could fecl mysell

if pushed by some unscen force . . . even though kissing
Brandon Stark was the last thing Twanted to do just then.
Intellectually, I mean.

The thing was, it wasn’t me. I had no control over it. It

was Nikki. She was just boy-crazy like that.
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see me
d l() I
11‘.

as inside hep
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g

was now something her body did on auton eibregs,
1l [(_ ‘\
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t

spent so much of her life before my |
Lissing the rain w
ddssing the wrong guys. So m
5 ucl
] lmu:, in f:
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%
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:n, lor instance. Before | suldd

¢ O anythi
llllg)

my mouth wi
th was on Brandon’s, and we were ful)-
1H-0on n
]‘lklllu

out in the exact spot where just minutes befi
hooking up with Rhonda the hostess. defore hetl ])um
And T could see why Rhonda had bee :
too. Brandon’s lips were so soft, his h-Lu; S0 Into him
back of my head as his mouth m.m'c‘rl dn( cradling the
mine. d insistently againsy
And I could feel that thing happening, that ¢ >
always started happening whenever a guy st ‘ul *l”:\ﬂ i
A‘!I kki, whether I liked him or not — \\]11(‘]1‘\\":: !u:m;"’
. i1 .. ) = ksl *
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" il & ;
e il \]:“It.‘hlif l(.nulr]u l S{:t'?lll to stop mysell’ - en,
as if of ity “m‘] : '""‘.‘- segan arching towards Brandon’s
were slippir accord, my hands reaching up until they
i
aroumned Ihl:-- :n-::-”“,u s SLYORE; g Wy RIS, then ““‘tpl)m%
s neck, clinging to him.,

The thi
”“;', WS rerrit 1
as, Vinew it was happening, that | was about

sucke .d undety just like when 1'd fallen into the

w3 b l]J[J(.I'IHIt
ldn’t stop my

(0 86" fost
-] fenew
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an 1 could

R
self, any more thi

conc was giving mea neck

i wasn’t me.

‘hn ¢ me. | swedr !
s body, someone L

rol someone eclse’s
. Not entir cly
1gers brushing

o it W

[ wasn wye
.d his hand, his fir
along the back of
jeh me. I jerked my f:
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fm(lon Move
paised scar

, shot throug

ny h cad.
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ace

II“ sl
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from his.
Ow?  cried.

ayhe a? Br('ndm
s of cunlusu_)n,

ad turned from one of

Vs exXpr ession h
Hey, what is that

aWhat'd 1 do?
_Are those hair extensions?’

[ leaned back in my
¢ he'd

d? You have . -
qi's nOt - - s ... never mind.’
my lips still throbbing & little from wher

{ emotions, but

a my riad 0
atelul

chair,

pressed th ainst his. 1 felt

I had never been so gr
ing? Making out with Brandon?
onguc thing,. bHut

em ag
pimary one was relief.
scar. What was | doi
Wl said to do the t
ake her literally.
(or us 1o leave tOMOrrow, as

the p
for my
Oh my God. Lulu h:

adn’t meant tol ‘J-just another

seriously, I h
reason why it would be better

seheduled.”
My voice wasn't as steady as 1 might have hoped,

considering the fact that 1 was in love with someone clsc.

The trath was, while T was gre atelul to Stark En

for .
rgiving me the chance to live, 1 sometimes wished they'd

l{‘lml:x'\.
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notvaui ¢ else’s body 1o g1 )
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" : !‘m""‘mt
! ) g .y - »
¢ Was eXpecting to see it ¢ T
o - - 'OVCI'L‘(] .
in

‘Fine,” Brandon sai
said, looking
at hic;
= ()

Wiy }
13
')!OU(]_ uld: A

Which w idi
Nowas r i
18 ridiculous. Id |y
X ad my gtigg)
s ey
s 5 oug .,
Only he didn’t know that Ex

“You know:, Nik, I j )
. o Nik, I just don’t getyou latel] B
oL EveIne hie fi . b b ately)?
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' Irse I! e Fin A
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. 201 h T W k
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ever bee
ith a laugh. 1 hoped the
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same. You mi

lidn

g
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ght want 1o try it as

y could be doing to

cle 1o d() lilL:
ny more globally

chink therc
ad to make

are things yot
his comps

respo lon 100 iy dad and L have some issues of
Brande ’

the sa

Led away:
: id onelessly:
ourt)u-:!.- ) . ~ *
Oh,’ 1 said ‘Rights 1 rcnu:ml)n:u:.cl the conversation
1, £ . £
sout his dad
o the la

at a photo shoot a month or two

' had al : -
i Jent, Brandon had said. Or to

. g
carlier. He doesn ol spean
silot, then, if leaving carly is all vou
pocket of his shorts for his
as no other way to

il

s Il call the |
fon fumbled in the
a little = there w

oI gues
want.” Bran
cellphone. (e looked

describe it =
And why wouldn't he

abillionaire’s shadow. Sure, he h

angry.
2 It couldn’t be casy growing up in

ad everything a guy could

wanl.
Exeept his dad’s approval.
And Nikki Howard to make out with, appare ntly
“Phanks, Bran,’ 1 said, and cleared my throat. ‘&’ou‘rc Q

great guy.)

-~




e Iy ? .r ; - i [’
. '\L..fh,.i ‘Iimm.ir:)fl h“llld_.‘ looking everywhere 1y Three

at's what they all say ut gy i,

It was amazing, I thought to mysell as 1wy
my suite, Cosabella trotting along at m); he .T_ii-“fl back |
jgantic scar along the back of my head :‘; Ch
from making a pretty colossal mistake, \\:cl: be
doubt Brandon and I would really have :

there,

G
the g

Anks ln
Clh 5;“,“[

s alioit (ravelling on private jets is that you
1)1-013;‘[)[\. l - .5l thing «

gotien | do the 1;1:!ting-m-ihu-airpurl-1\\*0-1\1)1&1‘5-
. . o AL ¢ - . S 1o -
outside Sca Breczes, the hotel bar, M gl v

: T - )
ﬂii,hl.ic;-sc.hc(lllll:d-lo-ic:wc thing. You show
il * > ,eour-Hin B
But if it hadn’t been for the surgery, 1 would fore-y©
R e ll i
ant hay,

bel¢ ralign ! before your flight 1s supposed 1o take off,
3 afies crbiaetaid - . minutes ! P s mhivione
been in this situation in the first place up V¢ H \, oven have 1 g0 through sceurity: [hey open
Instead I'd be dead. e and let your limo drive straight up to the
ale «
Maybe, I thought, as I noticed how the full m
0on Wi
Eh

.an justhop out with your bag (and dog, which
, o -(,}'()ll(f‘ 2 et
shining down on the cold, dark water that a f
a few

AQC 2 . & _...' .y - P Bt
| plata” e have 10 put in a cart ying case, because 1LUs
R ! . 10 aydont XN F—— 3
before, I'd been immersed in over my head, it urs you | - boss’s planc, but whatever) and go
. > 1L wWas time o T e 2
to e your |

stop feeling sorry for mysclf and start appreciating y
SUNG the

. gns ] T srelec U - "k,—
P (he steps 10 your seat. No one checks your tickel,

. 'frh[ i
fact that I was alive. Sure. my new life was . s
$ as , my new life wasn’t perfect,

o . e i G
D, or anything. Phey just g0 Good morning, Miss
ines were starti or}'uul‘ s 2 < i . W

But lhlllgh were starting Lo look up. i L"!I’(i ' and offer you & gl‘ms of champagn¢ (01’ 1{‘3 't

y e ?

Funny how, at the time, I really di 271, 5 e
X . at the time, I really did believe that. under g6 orange juice)- "

As it turned out, however, I couldn’t have been mo ‘Then, Ive minutes later; you take ofl.

’ re +bhy
wrong.

No safety
dmmnslr:‘-limls- No screaming babics. No waiting in line
o use the cramped hathroom. Nothing like that.

[nstead you've 8Ot luxurious leather scats, shiny
mahogany (ables, Wi-Ii (oh, yes: that thing about how you
can't use Wi-I'i or cellphones in the air?

Total bull. You
completely can, when you fly

Srark Air), [resh-cut [lowers,
our own personal DVD player if
youwant it, with a vast library ol new
choose from.

your own window and y

ly released movies 10

A girl could get used to this kind of lifestyle. And have
32 '




difficulty going back to commercial travel, Am |

hypocrite ha
(and thousand ‘
; hile choosi Ntioy,

the environment), while choosing to A Rl :
wlarl’.
5

prh-;:tc_ic: instcad of flying commercially?

A ]l“g(:

ting Stark Enterprises for what they 3l
X L8] hlc

s of small-business owners, not 1o
L&

Yeah.
e v ooing to get me home
But if 1t going 1o g ¢ to Christophey _

and my new; happy life, when the two of us starteqd
dating - cight hours carlier than if' I took a commcl.ci;:]
flight, [ didn’t care.

Sooner than 1 would have thought possible;
Manhattan skyline came into view bencath us, shroudeq
in dreary grey rain clouds. But somehow the sight of thig
island, sticking out of the brackish black water of the
Hudson and East rivers like a middle finger, thrilled me
much more than the white-beached tropical island we'd
just left.

[ was straining my neck to see if T could catch a glimpse
of Washington Square Park and my family’s apartment
building when I got a text on my non-Stark-brand
cellphone.

508, Irida wrote. Call ASAP.

[ was dialling her cell number before T even considered
that it was my sister Irida, and to her an emergency is
Sephora running out of eyeliner. All I could think was, Dad.
Heart attack. He was, after all, a middle-aged white male
whoworked too hard, living in New Haven most of the week
50 he could teach at Yale. We only saw him at weekends. ]

1
knew neeleetlv wall : )
perfeetly well what he ate most of the time. Dunkin’

Ty S

chkins and day-old coffee. 'd never one
-, &

s Mun
yonuls =

1
pam ¢
Jrida

cereise. Or consume a piece of fruit,

2 [ said assoon as she picked up. noticed Brandop
ACrOsS the aisle, open an irritated eye at the frantic u_m:-.
;)!' my voice. He'd slr.-,;.)i the \'\'l‘l:f)lt! way., Or pretended
Jecp; [e'd been treating me a little distantly all morning,

i ) s _ - - :
{ don’t (hink he’d quite gotten over what had happened

he night before = my turning down his offer 1o

hc:twcun ust ¢ bl '
nd/girlfricnd again, I mean,

hecome hoyfric

e closed the
calized I was just on the phone and not speaking 1o

single bloodshot eye he'd opened as soon

as he U

him. f .
hat is it [ asked Frida urgently, keeping my voice

v 50 as not to di

1l right?”’

i’ not Dad.” Frida, on the other end of the

o sturb my boss’s hungover son. ‘Is it Dad?
&
[s everything &

awhat? No,
phei®s sounded upset. ‘And no, everything’s not all right.
[t's Mom.

“What about Mom?’
th. She swam laps every morning at the student

Mom? Nom was the epitome of

«ood heal
gym. She ate nothing but salads and chicken with the skin

pulled off. Tt was alr

‘Is she all right?”
«he’s fine,” Frida said. ‘“Physically. Mentally is question-

able. She found out about cheerleading, and now she's

nost disgusting how healthy she was.

trying to get me kicked off the squad.’
I slumped back in my leather scat. My reliel was so

great, I couldn’t even speak. Also, Twanted to kill Irida for

scaring me like that.



et Frida was sayving, ‘v .
ving, ‘vou have to come

] = O\ e

Ny Mol

away and try (o reason with her S
} . 3 her. She says 1 ey, O
cheerleading camp. M go
! [ 1“
'm on a planc at the moment,’
M - . ] ¢, I \';lid i S
. s lookin

at the Hudson river coldly winki i
’ i e th
¥ winking back .

window
g A A . . Fi ¥ =] - o ;" :
was just m the Virgin Islands, remember? So cotnt Mt
isn't really an option.” Plus, I had something | li 8 ove
: . ) L 2a h]e
important I needed to be doing than vefer ‘llL Ioke
reeing 3
between my mother and my sister. True, (h l'!:: o
. . . z 3 ¢ fikeli
of Christopher stopping by again wasn't great ltlhlm(”l
. ) . i ) = = e — ;l
it was Sunday, so 1t wasn'l like he had anvthing | ol
Sl 55 2 g Detger
do. 1 knew all Christopher ever did on Sunday LR
ay Was ol
Journyquest, or maybe hang around the video-gam i,
i 3 ; . "5 storeg
to see il they'd got in anything new on Saturday. § oy
: . o i ay. su
intended to sit home all day, just in case ik
And isn't it a litde.carly 1o be worrving ah
~ . gt % - - - e ’ b ‘ Oll
cheerleading camp now?” I asked her ‘It's December Y l
4 ) . - L You
have months until summer towear her down.” And possibl
. ) ; 2 d s$s1hly
lﬂ_' 2 Pl sty e e 1t 1y 5
se interest in cheerleading and develop an interest iy
something more cerebrally challengi
: g cercbrally challenging, such as rocket
science, I thought, but didn’t add, aloud.
“This is a week-long cheer c: y
' s a week-long cheer camp to perfect our routine
over winter break,” Frida explai In Flori
1 er break,” Irida explained. ‘In Florida. Everybody
on the team goes. Only Mom’s i  bods
S cam goes. Only Mom’s saying over her dead body
will she let her shier ; '
e daughter go to something called cheer
(\.llﬂ]i}.
Aren't w i
Fy (L : Y pes > 3
going to Grandma’s for winter break? |

asked as Cos
:das Cosabella, wl 2 i :
a4, who loved riding in planes almost as

much as she e
LT (’ » . . 5
loved riding in cars, decided the view [rom my

o

asn't exciting enoueh and bounded acvoss the asle wo
n; e . o A
; poing
cith her clinws and alsowaking i ap againin

4 e Y - . -
on outside Brandons window, sevevely

himy
o Twou
1, but he only

1..u-l;iu.t'- 1
1d have 1o ca I not very pleasant, Linouthed
grave me an agprieved ook,

4! %
silence over the phone.

3 o hill

Yiltl s
a4 '1.] gic was an uncomfortable
Apere Wb ; .
| et ot hita patch ol no-scervice until Frida said,
Jouns
I N are. Cheer camp doesn’t start until after

awell }'C:lll. \
the polidays:
shlem solv
should be

and doi

But, Bm—"

ed, then, 1 said. Yook, I g_;i\‘t: Mom o

Pre 7 5 4
making friends, staying

mll. b‘hl:
.Iu\ r”-:
don your ¢
hht have been pre

t good enough,
ar it from you in person.

happy you're
ne something extra-curricular that

ollege apps. I guess. And OK, soceer

phy.-;it'
1 look §00
ACrosst mig
‘Calling hev isn’
me over

ferable, but—"

\\'H
' Frida interrupted, You

()I'I
She has to he
er going 10 let me go—

1l be over after 1 drop off all my stuff,

| guys anyway.’ [oliday shopping
ow that I actually had
amily the kind of

pave 10 co
Ulhl:l'\\‘isv she’s nev
Tine, said.
sents for yol
whole new level n

| taken on &
1g able to buy my |

o spend. Beir
they'd always longed lor but we

| have pre
hat
money
gifts [ knew
rdd was awesome.
VUwait Lo see Frida’s fa

re never able

10 alfo It truly was better to give than to
b v -

receive. Teoulds e when she opened

iy black velvet box [ was giving her

the t
Frida was silent again.
It could have been (hat she was just so overwhelmed
with gratitude, she didn’t know what to say.

Yeah. Right.

S
-.._‘_]

(&
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I hung up and went to fisl . '
shomy dog ouy of Nik,
e walked into the lobby and smw a Hash of

het
vt help thinking, 10 him! Oh God,

i1
Oy
sl
!([“
| hairn

grith W
hort blot

ex-boylriend’s lap.
1 ('.nl!l(ll

15mnd<m didn’t look very m"llcrul I
- e
(,(_)lll(]l\'l ])’:l!tl
]

N <= spa e » g . .
Cosabella really needed some obedience gy N -
Although it was hard bei C raindyyy & v dint! ; ;
e s hard being cooped up in B RS ' hen 1 ‘,,-;u:llt:nil}' stirted shaking, 1was suddenly
Cosy illustrated when the first thing -.]'_ a plan. Anc
disembarked was pee al § she did ap =2 o nervon? . d ) v :
sembarked was pee all over the tarmae She ke Wi 0 » |y wats ridiculous. [ mean, U'd been best fricnds with
i - Q. Ohe x o Ahe ol ] . 4 2
thing when Karl, the doorman, opened th : did the Samg W e forever: I’d had burping contests with him,
S _ : -ned the door of - s guy S AR W A
that brought me home from Teterboro, the ppi M ihe limg the E;nd“‘ gk And O, that wasan the seventh grade,
where Robert Stark keeps his jets Co - Private air, [OF L1, Why was [ getting nervous now? T was the one in
g 5 Jels. LOosy ])Up]) 2 { sl / ) o " .
T L i : ed oy - but? . hadn't even i mred it out yet, despite
rotted over to the planters outside 240 Centre < W g e body: and he ha 15 e
aentre bll'(:c[ 1 ane leaving him a very obvious clue. e was still so
il Ml L o £ I
old me — the one he'd never even noticed

was c!!]b:l['l'{ls.‘;ill‘_" i)u{ W‘h(‘l‘(‘ TS
f=13 e CISC was she .y
l C \\ﬂ..\ .\]l{ !r("nfi‘ lu (lu il
- lllﬂl h.{‘, ]}ﬂ(in"l l'l-',nli'f.l:('l (li‘\li‘l l“)\\',

‘Welcome back, Miss Howard,” Karl said as | bus
; e . . el a5 logre i fatc
out into the freezing drizzle that was : YePped (| it was 100
o o g lb 1l was coming down oy until ly) that FepOLLS of my death had been greatly
«Jeade skv overhes: e . ot ! 4 N ’
¢ leaden sky over 1ead. It was a far erv from e Y ;‘pp.llull‘.‘ ‘
h - DA G ol (1.
aogerate
: cxagtt - J1-0?
g 1 the one turning to Jell-Ot

])I'CCYUS ()r lhf_' \;EI" i 3
A - 11 -t 3% 1k
.‘;’ 1 [‘s] !n(lb, (lnd no onc was o 'l] 1
' i ‘." Sﬂ w ‘} w 2 3 <1 ‘l
!l even l'}l'illzr l]l}’s(,’ll Lo 1(}(}‘[{ '“.'l"-.' \\':1}'. ’lll.‘ cad,

rushing over to give me a pina colada like they did ay Idn
5 . s %) ‘ LS " .
hotel back in St John. ‘T hope you had a nice time while :(:; B“[_l. (i'(i‘l:]:l;dn,-i deal with the situation and was trying 10
: b Jlike Lulu had once advised me Lo do, I pretended
he elevator, trying

play it co
jot to nouce
ashay like
umbling like Iin
antil T heard a m

were away.’

Tt was great,’ | said : :
s great,’ I said automatically. e (ot ! el
ally. I'was freaking ou, him, and moved towards t

ard but knowing 1 was more

Nikki Iow:
, Watts, Cosabella scampering

as always, about the dog. Karl must have been able ¢
’ £ 1o .

{1

seuline voice call out,

tell. because he said.

; 3 cause he said, ‘Oh, Pll clean that up, Miss Howard ol
ou ust hurry on inside. where it N likely s
: JI Isi hurry on inside, where it's warm. Oh, I think you tieglé
should k : i 2o St o . at my heels,

now . .. you have a visitor waiting in the lobby. I L
. Z i Nk
[didn’t want 1o look too cager. Guys hate that (according

10 Lulu, my resident expert on all things guy). L had to let

wasw’t sure if L L. owell, you’ll see.’
My heart did the ! i
1 ‘“” sart did that flip-floppy thing, even though 1 told
ysell 1t e t be I hri
couldn’t be him., I mean, Christopher was not the

wpe o sitin () F
b - 1 r . Ty = 1 i
!uhl)} ol a gnl’.s apartment building and

him take the lead. T had o let him think coming here was

all his idea (which it was, actually). Uhad to -

watt for her to come home.
‘Nikki.
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Wait a minute. That wasn’t him,
‘rhat’s not Christopher’s voice.
I looked around. There was a tall blond g
TUY Staned:
~ B 5[.1[1(!111‘: ;l
\

¢ lobby of my building, it was true. e was | |
y x & 2 s )ui L b
sJusg |

th
Lulu had said on the phone. And he was !(’Ukinq Uk
, gy
me. 5 gy at
- was dressed in US Navy fad
But he was dres ed in US Navy fatigues,

Christopher would never join the military
i . ATy Consicer;
his father, the Commander, a political sciene \I(lum\-
Y I . . S C rolee
at NYU, had drilled into his son a decp-root ]i volesso
i o | i e omiysy
of all autherity igures. And sceing as how he y g
- ; * - . ] \.as O &
cleventh grade like me, Christopher couldn’t join (] i
g ! : ‘
even il he wanted to. Sy
On the blond guy’s face was an expression of
- s CXUreme
dislike. e
Ihe dislike appeared to be for me. There was no
L e - [} M S : .' E IR
clse around at whom it could be directed "
Great. What had 1 ever done to Blondic? I'd never eve
seen him before. e
T 0.1 a8 B N
Um,’ I said, quickly stabbing the Up button for the
- c
clevator, ‘I'm sorry. Are vou speaki ;
- ,T'm (-m}. :.\u, vou speaking to me?’
ie expression of dislike on Blondie’s face deepened. e
looked as if he was twenty: : .
ked as if he was twenty, maybe a little older. There were
a lot of insignias on his unifi |
gnias on his (oeey & ‘as Loc 3
e ”._, { is uniform. But I was too transfixed
y the dislike is face g )
| ¢ on his face to drag my gaze away {rom it
read what they said.
l(i
Cut the act, Nik,” he sai :
e t, Nik,” he said, stalking towards me. His
VOLCC was {.l(:l‘.‘ P .. i .
p. I noticed a very faint twinge of southern

accent i“ il e [ : )
. That ammesia thing may work on All

40
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i'-mhi:mnhlc friends, but its not going to work on
\-(1111 S
n glanced towards the building's

him, the

1
Ls still outside cleaning up Cosabella’s

mee )
| plinked A6

Karl wi
plortunate, beeause it was his job 1o
nes like this. 1 will admit that

W ponytailed hipsters who

front doors:
o \\’hitth wis u
gl [ sCe
yeve
je didt .
ondic € i 4
i d up: demanding MONey
Ve . . . . .
Shmq wi + story of our torrid night in Vegas ov
far \
LR

anpleasat
Ot look like the usus
from me or they'd go to

| th thei
the
whe pevets

But why

clse was he here?

ry, 1 said, preparing Lo swing into the speech

d y SO many umes

ll’il cun into Nikki's so-calle .
ated me in the exact same way,

which L ¢

q'm sor :
over the past few weeks when

had to 58 gt : .
d friends and relatives who'd
‘Hhut because of

an assure you really is real, T don’t

c(]!'l[‘l'o
oing 1o have to introduce

my :unm:sm_. as8
‘ ho you arc. You're &

rcmcml)cr W
s
1 18!

wsell. Your nah
plondic’s blue eyes =W
with and got even colder as he stared
of someonc. Onl

: oy

Seriously, he said.

P

amnesia thing: Yo

hich were prety cold to start out

you
at me —reminded me
y who?
That’s what you're
ink that's going to work

going Lo go with?

The u really th
on me? Me?”

He said ‘the amnesia thing’ like it was some kind of lic

Nikki had tried on him before. And apparently it hadn’t
worked the first time.

‘It's not a thing, I said, sticking out my chin. Although,
of conrse, it was. Gonsidering I didn’t have amnesia. 1 just
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TR

wasn't Nikki Howard. Except legally, I peq)
; sally. "l rea
any idea who you are. If you choose not t).} v dow
- . O belieyw
suggest you Jeave before Thave to do sometly; eliey
: » * thingr v
going 1o regret. Ewe'p
‘Like what?” he asked. *Call the cops??
Since that was exactly what I was goj
als b()lllg 1o ha\'u

do — although it scemed like a shame 1o hav

anything.

l ll:l\

Kay

€ 1o dg lhill

£ .(:
€ ‘l'lit[' 1

- h{]lh

1o a member of the US military services
d $ = I didny 5
\gl}l

Blondic stared at me some more.
My God,” he said alter a minute, incredul;
1y 1y

dawning across his handsome i’ somewhat tired.]
cd-looki
n

me.’

I told you,” I said. The elevator, to my relief, had fin
come. ‘1 don’t have the slightest idea who you m‘c”:;“}'
if you don’t mind, I just got home [rom a Sil(]()l -n; }. ?\
really tired, and I still have to unpack—’ i

To my total surprise, he reached out and grabbed my
arm. His grip was hard. There was no way 1 ~could br ‘;
i if I tried. And I wasn’t about to try, because | u.-amr:t:d.
keep all my limbs in one picee. ’

Now | was starting to get scared. The lobby was
empty, unusual for a Sunday alternoon when the rest of
the tenants of our upwardly mobile $10,000-a-month-
rent condo building tended to be running off to their

workouts or to Starbucks for their latte fixes. Who was

this creepy vuy. wi . .
y'i cepy guy, with his cold-cyed stare and military
uniform?
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face. “You'd really do it, wouldn’t you? Cal :
yous Call the cops gy

slowly

™~

b

( i 10 cul the nct, Nik,” he said in a voice as hard
s /

grip- Cosabella, down at my feet, was beginning to

s nething WS Wrong, and was whining nervously,
senst ’Sm. 'm'c(‘l her, “You're embarrassed 1o admit you
plon¢ ¥ 1? Fine. You always were. Buat how could you do
Lpow mes id 20 her? She disappears and you don’t cven

\\'h:‘l ‘
- You k 3 N :
€aret T oW she's gone. No one even knows where

arimne: 1%

subt ¢ even her best fricnds, Leanne and Mary Beth.
i, NO :

ghe 19

e havel

hey haver " L vour fault)

g ANy of this isn't you! fault.

Rt H = : i « Ihe -

h i sared at MC accusingly, but [ honestly had no idea
Je st ] ; .

was talking about. Everything he was saying

now [ couldn’t keep tabs on her while Twas ina

1t heard from her. Don’t even try to make out

what he

ed | h to me. Leanne? Mary Beth? And
soundet

ike gibberis
b 0.1
5 "] "i\'hﬂ was -\h(,".
who Was gmu.. :
Whoever sl
portant (hat his gaze no longer looked cold, but was

Je was, she scemed very important 1o him,

Sp 1
shining
An cmotio

vith emotion.
n that looked to me a lot like hate.

or me.

Ayhoa,’ 1 said, holding up a single hand — the one not
atached to the arm he was cutting off all the civeulation
1o with his death grip. §low down. [ have no idea what
you're talking about. Who's Leanne? who's Mary Beth?
Whoare you? And whois (his missing woman youw’re talking
about?’ -

The last question scemed to slam him like a fist. He
was so shocked he actually dropped my arm and took a

step back, staring at me like [ was some sort ol strange
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£

and not particularly attractive breed
’ ed of

wad just been unveiled < v iy
had ) led at the zoo. Mavhe ; g,

housc.
“She is your mother” he said Ginally, poing

the insignias on his chest, which 1 Il()\\.‘ .s:uv“:“.“
Howard. “And I'm your big brother, Su-\-‘; "-l.

remember me, Nikki?” ven. Now

n 9
I]l(? Il"I'lilﬁ

g tlo Ot
L

Qledly, :

LT

if

LTt
do

Yoy

lour

pat did kind of explain the nasty looks he kept giving
. 1 1:1

W 11

mes .
_\nd l‘[\“ll
o Jofit, Not the :
wactly, and Lwas nervously buzzing around,

pued 10 give me, Now that U'd brought him ap

! [ blamed him. It wasn't like 1knew what

CSPresso (rom our deluxe t‘.;\ppucv_inuf
which {ulu had only recently showed me
ok 1 wasn’L sure what else to do really, other
im collce. 1 mean, I'd never had a big brother

; . ¢ i big brother who was really mad at me
pefore. 2 !
o our mother.

for fosit
J1 seem (00 enthused about the espresso, but at

[e dids

least he'd finally accepted (he amnesia explanation. Sort of.
cast il R

2 . D - . g .2 Ty O ¥ T
Lalu was & big help. She'd come stagget ing out ol her room

(wearing nothing
o pair of ap pants with her hair doing something crazy

but a shiny pu;\ch-colourcd camisole and

pecause she had cvidently just woken up, cven though it
was two in the alternoon — carly for her, really) while [ was
trying to get the cappuceino maker to work. Lulu took onc
ook at the uniformed man taking up so much space in our
living room (not that he was fat or anything. Fle was just
wll and muscular and . . . well, the kind of guy who took up
alot of space), and went, ‘Well, hell-o0000 there,” with this

big smile on her face.
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I wanted to go. Not now, Lulu, beeans
cCatise | k‘lt:\\-

:"‘d}' to
y s o i . ) diak.
fall in love with her, the way she did eye -
: Y cuy
Y Cute

t.::,;:.lcu

what she was up to. Luluwas gen ing re
Slc\'

y
tn
Suy g,
witly B

i

‘lf"jll(']h" - l
|

wh ich

encountered. Making cute guvs fal] ;
o '[b ¢ guys fall in Joye C
Lulu’s hobby, besides shopping, drinkine ,
. ) . ; 5
occasionally recording songs for her record Il
Wy : : alby
never scems to get finished. m,
But I ncedn’t have worried. Because Stey
; s = ST " Rl .-CII-N'_,
brother—justwent, ‘*Hi,” to Lulu in this totally uni i
: I'Il(:l'ct,-t .
Steg

CIn $avi
}Ing I]l{:
: 1] it ator 1oge,.
which was, Amnesia? Like people get on S5 o PBether,
T o B (:pvl,,;)!
‘Not exactly,’ I assured him. I e
> CRACH Yy A3 m. lIive
] ven lIlOlIgh, rI'OIn w

way and kept right on saying what he’d be

whole time we were coming up in the elev

gy i I
understand, thereisn’tsucha thing really. Well, thepe : taty
* 2 sy Ulcte 1S,

not the way Nikki Howard was supposed to have it p
ave

but
_ : cople
don’t conk their head and just sclectively forget som -
_ eggs 4 et Some sify
when they get amnesia. They forget coerythi ;
| y torget everything. Like theiy
own names and the country they live in. Sometime |
‘ . i o s they
even forget how to tie their shoes. '
l\ o - » 2
Andyou're telling me y treme S
\ '<, gmeyoudon’tremember,” Steven wen
on, completely ignoring Lulu, who was now sauntering past
him in her shiny get- ‘hich she’ i il
i er shiny get-up, which she’d accessorized with «
pair of matching feathered mules, ‘that you promised 1o
look alter M hile Twas ;
I alter Mom while I'was gone, make sure she was paying
er rent on time, : : ings i ‘
' time, and that things were running smoothly
with the dog-grooming kennel??
Dog-grooming k ? Nikki
! g-grooming kennel? Nikki Howard’s mom owned a
dog-srooming Fennel? ‘Thic vwene il : ' :
: g kennel? “This was information it might have

been Beloful
en hel a— )
plul for someone o have shared with me — along

I,E f}

Ay ohs 54 ; Aidrics X
hatt iy Um:mClpnmd minor who hadn’t gotten along

agikekd W
.o her |

\\'llh : g

For (his reaso!

, 1o one of the

ned legs so that Steven had as full 4

-1
yossible. But Lulu completely ignored me,

used on the handsome blond

[ Bl
amily:
1 1 shot Lulu a dirty look as she hopped

kitchen-counter stools — carcful to

“1) ot
t-|'(‘)5s h
ol t

cr SPrd
hem @s | A
n being loc

\-.itl\'
anding in the middle of our living

A1 her £
I 1 ihc I.IIN[(J

\rrentio
: rim st
man 1
fumbling with the espresso machine.

PRTLE
¢ on the coffee maker than on what

{Um: [ said,

0 COIICCI!II'Ell
was happuning in th
what it jooked like: irm‘ll)lc. i

. whole drawer ol press clip
i «l¢ photo of her own family. ‘Up until you told me,
single ad a brother So, the answer is no, 1

not i
( even know [h
u that. Or about Mom and her

[ didn’
for that matter.”

ing room, which was precisely

Better !
Nice of Nikki, by the way, to

e liv

pings about hersell and

don’t remember elling yo
ting-gromnit
§p what rank
raking Slc\-‘cn"s bull form
¢ aking his biceps bulge a litdd

m to keep her foot from jiggling,

athered mules to bobble

1¢ business cither
are you?’ Lulu wanted to know, her gaze

as he stood with his arms crossed,
¢ beneath his

consequenty m

aniform. Lulu couldn’t see
and this was causing onc ol her fe
up and down in avery distracting manncr. She was doing
this on purposc of course, to get Steven o look at her

recently waxed legs.

Steven continued to ignore her.
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And what about all the messages 1 | i
ges eft yo,,
¥ l‘

n he ity
. o . ore 5
I get a ton of messages from gy | thoges ty

me. You just thought it was better 1o
o 18] |.1{

explained. This was excruciati dony |y,
plained. This was excruciating. “I'hey "t Knigs
& ey all 4 g

related to me and that 1 A
: at I owe the e
1cm money for hU-‘"n_-

OMcthy,

I stopped listening to Nikki’s — I n
1ean, my < g 4.
] '-‘Sag..
5

a

long time ago.’
Great,’ Steven said. He turned away
Ay, runnip

through his hair . . . the exact same c;)l 5 @ hayg
ol the hair that sprouted from my own IOL‘:-:- and teXtyge
Only his hadn’t been treated ;IJ S()II]:_.L‘KL | Vealizey
highlights. “That’s just fantastic. Do you Sli[g];(;](]un-lmm\.

3 ave 1hum‘_>

I'hose messages. Maybe Mom tried to reach y
(e by .
you, lefy Youy

messiage ors ‘thine 13
ge or something, telling you where she’s el
2w L0ne,

- eeds
[Il:ll'&.vh‘b - ‘-\pl);ll‘cllll}'

srt his own weight any more. Lulu looked

seat he'd chos
che didn’t get the subtle

[n't Supp*
en was only two stools

. coult
” preause the

o Bers:
eqge 1tht he'd chose
g cdi:uciy stmightcucd up

a dazzling smile, which he

n the stool_furthest away from her.
1o show her chest arcato

nd gave him

* hye said Lo me. His face was

sapor e :

1! ou really do have aAmnesia,
L  misery: [ felt so sorty for him, my heart wisted.

g oof s i

4 M3 - calls back. She's always been one and done.

I'm here checking to see if she’s been in

from her back in

neve
hink
| of waiting to hear

naking Steven fall in love

ly forgot about 1
own saliva. ‘Did vou

, complete
n some of her

Are vou, like, a o
’ . like, an officer?’ Lul <
S ' 2 Lulu aske .
d.\!\{,(l -‘)IU\’U", I'It:lt ’.(Jf.]] .lh her il'l'ld Ch(}ku(i %)
wl g v
* she gasped between coughs.

still bobbing like { i G bac
Ballet S ng like mad. I noticed she’d had. a [)l:d' G 2
3allet Shipper Pink. Don't ask e o & i ‘ a
Pl on't ask me how [ know thete [},i" 3 .‘; o1 -wn]-dl\.- ltmk «l at her tor a 5{;"()11d, ithen be ck
Se !5-, s !L‘" o il ~ a " - -
& lul(] hpr:‘ he 5:‘.!(1. It was morce ol a

“ou never
nt than a qu
esso I'd made

.l'l'h('” I]!l'l't' II]UIH!I 3 a1 - = !
. 5 a0 I Wi H B Y
oy ll(lll l ]1\'.\ & !JL‘L‘II ;l!)l’\: [[) l('" al l“l‘ x - . s
i 1'51'1051_- “‘1".1 ‘t L’..Il!bf(.',(l me 10 ])\-‘.l.‘k as

in front of him.

the differe a1 L2 e
rent nail I?Ullh!! colours apart ii‘x-ou’d held ;

- dagunio sl;nr:ll'lt'
& l ‘Sl\i(l. 1 hil(l no idL‘Z‘. \\'h'.‘.i hl.‘

Jid the espr

v h .HI ])f YOLI & - - =Y & iy, ove | 1'
. TIVL ])L }I)![ “I{i
[ J ¥ ( crs l.” ([ 1y [ I L+ 1 r l
é 4 o \ [ Ll]]t

y not,
of course, since 1 wasn't actually

ad. Or at least, lier brain was

orders from a man. It’s so sexy.’
QA o ke - ‘Um . -
Sorry,” | said, apologizing both for my room-mate and was talking about cithen
His sister was de
aldehyde in a jar somewl
Neurology and Neurosurgery
been walking around

1 and making

what ['was al RS
thout to tell him. Because I really was sorry. For his sister,
P b s § S18 nd
sitting in form were in the bowels
Srark Institute for

night have

both. '] del <
' eted all Nikki's = ..

kki's — I mean, my messages. But =
of the
even il the rest ol her
Jin inside it, using her eredit earc

I'shpped a u
N da P G e e
E} | iy espresso cup under the appropriate spout
and pressee : ] .
. _.I I'the button with @ small cup on it = ‘U'm sure
eIl eall bael:, ESTH I
ht:

<
.1[!".'['” .‘Il'l - "_ . <
ok his head, looking more exhaunsted than

with my br
her brother espressos.

ever, ind shd ¢ .
Al on o one | 4
S Which made her dead enough
o & h i



I just couldn’t tell her brother that.

Stevern Wi

like he ¢ lieve what he'd heard,
“Wait,’

jome cither?

f{esitantly T shook my head. I didn™t want to hurg gy
vim,
The

But I couldn’t outrig

rruth was, he looked like he’d been hurt cnough
much Stark Ent

erprises might expect me to.

And now I knew where I’d scen those eyes before: in )
5 ¢ i e
mirrorn,

every time | glanced at my new reflection. They
were Nikki’s eyes. :

Only without Chanel Inimitable Multi-Dimensiona|
. w Y
mascara n Noir-Black on the lashes.

stool, and stared at the ceiling. Tor a sccond, I wondered if
he wi

Steven folded his arms, leaned against the back of his
as noticing the same thing I'd come home and noticed
the other day . . . the two round holes, no bigger than
pennies, on either side of the sunken halogen lamps. They
hadn't heen there before, and had obviously been ﬁ“t,'('l
in, but rapidly and badly, as if someone had been placing
something in there and gotten the news that one of lhl‘
loft's occupants was coming home carly.
What were those holes for? They were too high up for
me 1o ever climb up there and check mysell = the ceilings
were twenty feet high at least,

But they ¢ )
’ (TRAN
y couldn’t possibly serve any purpose - other

than a nelarions 9
Larions Stark-related one, Maybe Twas just heing

paranoid, When [ asked K
en Lasked Karl about the holes, he consulted
50)

s looking at me over his steaming ey
. * . k. .'l\”.c
ouldn't quite be

he said, his blue-cyed gaze incredulous, «,
i 3 ooy
don't remember l

ht lie to him cither,
: by il 8 z g
y O Mattey ]]0“'

% ,n;ﬂntcnzmc
.
550

e schedule anc >
mnd told me it looked tike 1 re wa
.. check. tine
\\‘il'l“g L
Wiring nY butt.
s owiring was !
Routiine “’Hnr vas not the reason why the RY
iprer — or yug — detector ’
ransmitee? _& _ tor 1 bought at one of the
~;ur\'cill:\ncc—gcm stores downtown, shortly after 1 noticed
(he holes in the ceiling and my paranoia got the better of
e, went crasy cvery time I turned it on inside the loft
The place was cither loaded with listening devices, or the
¢ S, .
Jetector isell was a total scam (but for the money 1 paid
. . . . . * b
it ought 10 have been genuine). Besides, it didn't go off
nywhere clse — school, lor instance.
L} .
But Steven. it appeared, hadn’t noticed the holes.
msteads it looked as iff he was staring at the ceiling
; g : g
pecause e might be trying 1o hold back tears. Tears over
his missing mom.
the hometown We shared inc¢

and the fact that 1 didn’t even remember
ommon.

[ threw a panicky gl
act |

or i millisecond

ance at Lulu, who dropped her vamp
What do we do?

and looked just as alarmed as 1 was.
our gazes scemed to ask as we stared at one
another. We had a big strong military maninour airlyloft..
and he was crying! Over his lost mother!
Oh, this was

awful. How could Stark Enterprises have
put me in a position like this? low

as one thing when 1just

had to fool make-up artists and Nikki’s mostly heinous ex-
boyfriends that Twas her and not me.

But this was different! Poor

quy. 1 was such a loset
mean, here 1 was in all these

yest

1
AP classes atone of the
high schools in Manhattan - 1 was m

ore capable of using

ol



a bug detector, diagramming a complex

o - . S . ~Senlene,
writing 2 simple string processor than anyong e ang
. P, L it o LY
Alternative. A Tribg,

But help Nikki Howard’s brother find his
hands were tied thanks to the c(::lﬁ(lcmib].m()"'? My
Srark had my parents sign. I couldn’t sa:'l I,(}. Claug,
especially not here in the loft, which was (:‘I-t1 e
bugged. > CleClronicy),

Then I heard a sound come from Nikki’s brog

] e Fop
ave be
A single glance at Lulu revealed she felt the ::::::}m zl;"nb.
) vay ldid

_ like crving too. It really was jus :
ymg ally was just the sweetest thing, g
» 15

one breathless moment, I thought it must h

big strong guy, crying over his mom.
It took us a second or two to realize Steven wasn’t e
at all. He was laughing. , A
Not like someone who found something genuinely f;
though. : i
3¢/ g MY e g T4 e
You are a picce of work, Nik,” he finally said when §
o aroary HH i F i
looked away from the ceiling. There were tears in hi
oy . $ eyes
ll 0 2 =3 TN o L ? }
: I}rlbhl. But they were tears of amusement. “You're so
ash; & 5 Mere - i .
amed of where you come from, you never even told
anyone the o
anyone the name of the town you were born in? Not even
vour best friend?’
I blinked at him in confusion.
Wait.- I
2= La ane ‘war
2t ilu leaned forward on her stool. ‘You're
laughing?’
‘Hell, veah,” S
- (1 Steve vy 3 . P
e ;1- yeah,” Steven said. ‘How can you not? Did you
mow this girl use >
girl used to tell people she was from New York,

New Yor
New York when we were o ) SR
; we were growing up? 'l hat’s how ashamed

i I

as (0 58Y <he was from Gasper. I'm not surprised she
che W 3
]'It'\’l:l' 1o
Lulu looked €
psed 19 ell peot
i
Jlow would I
1
mber?
she did,
{ ignoring Luluy,
n told you she had a brother?

1d }'0“"
pwer aatme. Really, Nikki?” she asked, “You
sle you were from here?

know? 1 asked. ‘I have amnesia,

» Greven said in reply to Lulu’s question.
he was ignoring me. "Are

n!'ll“z

s,
Nows instead ©
) evel eve

wing she 1
. ¢ head, (lcliglucd he was paying attention

u shook he
Her brown Cyes WEre
jghv's make-ub being sexily smudged around her lashes,
pight’s M
She looked, a8 always,
e o lcaned an clbow on the counter
inted chin in her hand so she could peer
d mentioned having

you
Lul

(o het

cnormous, thanks to last

adorable, like a doll.

*-;\"unﬂfl,." sh

{ cupped her po
’d have remembered if she

around while she was growing up.’
a disgusted look at me. Tipical,

e
upat him.
one like you

some
ted and threw

Sreven snor
¢ look scemed to say.
Great. Now my room-mate anc

th
I brother were ganging

llp on me.

Which was so unfair. Twi
[didn't even do. Nikki did it}

Or had she?

‘Look, I don’t mean to be rude, or anything . . ." L said.

s getting blamed for something

Mg . r I P L 3
Which I know was a horrible way to start a sentence,
secause of coursewhenever you say I don’t mean lo be rude,
whatever you'r : i '
atever you're ¢ ) say 1S going te T
\ about Lo say is going to be rude. That was

something the mes i
ing the mean girls at school, who 1 thought of as



(he Walking Dead, and especially Whitney Rob

e cris
taught me, >
ys with £ don’t mean o be rude, but.

since she used to preface all hey mo o0, hag
st [;l -

(‘”t'\

S

barl
So: I don’t mean to be rude, Em, but |
Ve yoy g
“Vey

ht about going on & dict? Your bung i
5 50 bie
])lg‘ "a.\

thoug
almaost impossible to pass you in the hallway, \f

s At Ay aybe y
need to put a Sign on your:ss that says Wide Loy lu
. b, sond,
Or: ‘1 don't mean to be rude, Em, but hay
: . o Bt WVE You ey,
considered wearing a bra during PE? Those thingg .
flopping around so much, you're going to put so e
: < SOMmMeone.
eve out. i
And: ‘I don’t mean to be rude, Em, but has ;
) ds 1t UV
occurred to you that your harping on about | e
. ‘ oW 1
enough women are entering the sciences might be ¢ ;
) > Oonhe
the reasons none of them wants 10? Maybe they dow’ N
. . ) P ; Plwan
to hang around with girls like you.’
still, even though Whitney’s 7 don’t mean to be rude’s hyq
‘ . ; s hag
stung me so many times, I found mysclf saying the exact
same words — and to my own brother, of all people. Well
e : o WNE
Nikki's brother. ,
Bl ' wven know for ¢
ut how do I even know for sure you're who vou sav
. . L
you are?’ [ asked. '
Thedilferanice betwe :
i ¢ difference between me and Whitney, though, was
that I felt aw “my 7 ' .
ry; awful for my I don’t mean to be rude. 1 really did.
Al the same time ' di ) ‘
same time, how did 1 know Steven really was

Nikki’s |
AEkts brother? 5 e .
wr? I mean, he seemed sincere, and yeal, he

looked : i
fedalot like the v i
C . T AN N RN H 1
reflection I saw every day in the mirror

(and in macazines - .
agazines and, on billboards, and on the sides of

])ll“"- s« .
=5, 8 L g
»and OK, just about everywhere).

el

I

up i
¢ clatet

Hl‘i““!

sho

;;.':f':'-

i How €

Nik
persell

/.H_

et been guys (and cven some women) showing
gt e . : s . )
I3t Iullh\' for \\'Ct'ks oW with stores savIng they were
our . ; : - ar 2

jow did 1 know this one was legit?

I

{ Lo Me: .
I knew lrom the way everyone (except

And | moitih he
-I that Nikki must have been preuy

on) rEacte

qek in the

d 1o me

day.
| time believing she'd cut her own big

L of her life . .. not to mention never having said
| him 10 her best [riend. Who, by the way, was

i astonished look over my I don’t mean to be

“'(Il'd ;lhl“
oting me
o Lulu cried. ‘Of course Sreven is who he says he
ould you eve

aid. 1 felt bad for he
family photo instead of press clippings of

in the loft, 1 wouldn’t have had to. But

Nikk A
n ask such a thing?’

avell, T8 wing to ask. T really did. 1f
ki had kept @

;ln:m‘]wl'lf
¢ was my fault, T'msorry. But you have to admit,
lately with kind of similar

pone Orih
a lot of guys

Ly, there've been

qories, and I'm just urying to ... g

My voice trailed off. This was because Steven had
reached around to his hack
d it and unveiled a school photo of

¢ held the wallet, photo

pocket, pulled out a wallet,
openc a smiling young
blonde girl in pigtails and braces. H
dangling forward, in front of me.

Wait. What was this?



[ive

1pis wrned out to be a photo of Nikki HMowarq Whig
© T Ch gy

and of itself wouldn’t have been that extraordinary,
arv
- . " . - ll i 3
were hundreds =no, thousands —of photos of Nikki g o
10wy
d

all over the place.

But this one was of Nikki Howard in thay eXIreme
awhward phase all of us go through when we're lhirz‘-ldy
just turning fourteen. What Britney Spears called ‘nhcn,
girl, not yet 2 woman’. o

I'd never -have guessed Nikki Howard hag 10
through that phasc . . . or anything that could rcm(%[ I;L
be called awkward . . . let alone have allowed ?lfl\"ﬂllct:
take a picture wh':’lc ‘.«;Iw was going through i, I-‘rou:
what I could tell, Nikki was nothing if not ruthless abou
having all photos in which she looked the slightest big bad
destroyed. ‘- M

But she'd missed this one.

‘Ouoooh,” Lulu cooed, as she leaned forward 1o peer at
the photo. ‘Look at you, Nik! You had braces! And were vou
using Sun-In hack then? My God, 'm surprised you h;u"c a
hair left on your head.” ‘

Flip [.” the next photo,” Steven said to me.

Obedicntly, I flipped to the next photo.

It was of Nikki in the same hairdo and braces beside

a slightly v x* . )
ST younger version of Steven, hosing down a

36

I“m(”‘:

1'1712‘

<tr

(hat- was not unlike Cosabella, only with black
i d::g};it:-gl’{'mming parlour. Both siblings — and
cven more alike in this photo, recognizably
vere grinning, although Nikki’s grin scemed
hat Pve come to recognize (having seen
my new face during photo shoots)
l-take-the-photo,  Pmesick-of-this

red =Y

ained: It ' :
dless polaroids ©
. hurry-up-anc

A8 her

qnile 5
) erhats Sreven said
aken about a year
Sm en witl .. And Mom. Before that
ced to be scen with me. And 1 R
rasst

, about the photo of the two of us,
before you decided you were

fad
embar
ragent k&
at the
wdelling, and the next thing we knew, she was
o be the new Face of Stark. Next time I saw
ver of some magazine.”
s This sounded too much

who kept only photos of

dv's car broke down outside town and she
rales Stop 'n Shop and il e A youtlever
:‘.f!“’ }'UH
(hought of n

raping Yy p ¢
sagmngyou uj
{ was on the co

vou, | : :
' lieved him nc

[ nodded. [ be
fike the Nikki I knew = the one

10 , & ; ]
(and press clippings about) hersell lying around —not to
d b £

he truc. _-

OK,’ I said softly, handing the wallet back to Steven,
' sorry. Of course vou're really my brother. I...07m not
saying n though 1 hadn’t believed
him. ‘T just . .
s who've shown up saying all kinds of crazy things.

[ didn’t believe you.” Lve
I mean, I had to check, There’ve been a lot

of ereep

$o...what have you found out so far? About, um, Mom?’
“Phat no one’s scen or heard from her since shortly alter

vour “accident”.’ He said the word aceident like there were

quotes around it . . . or like he didn’t believe there’d ever

r
e |



heen onc. She hasn’t used any of her crediy
i I capqg .
then cithern Orp Sing,
Lulu gasped. ‘Oh my gosh!” she eried. ‘1 saw
- . i ian (:I =
Y,
ilu

der like this once! Did anyone call
N * € polie,
Ce>

aid any of her bills.”

of Law & Or

[ shot her a warning look. I mean, this

as the guy
Vs

mother we were talking about, not some TV ghe, :
. >V SROWL T d;

want him getting upsct. Or more upset than |y didy,

¢ ah'ca(h.

was

avell” Lulu said, noticing my look but evideny)
registering why what she was saying might be ’ l.lm
(o anvone. ‘What i there’s been foul play? Oy :!:“.’“tng
& Order cpisode I saw, where this woman disap E’ng
everyone thought she’d run off with her i)ovl'l.ic:;:‘nlcd’
really she was inside the couch the whole tilm: bf" ol
the bovfriend had conked her on the head and hiddric‘m%
dead body there! Your mom could be inside the ¢ .m h?r
anyone look?’ ouch. Did
‘Lulu,’ [ said severcly.
‘I notified the local police when I got home and fo
her gone,” Steven said. I realize the reason he s
2 i . ¢ wasn'|
aﬂciuhzd by Lulu was because he was ignoring her again
gl [l‘l!:d’c:i”illg vou to sce if you'd heard from ;:ct; hu: 1‘01;
wouldn’t return my calls. So 1 had to come here in )t‘l':i
to see if you'd heard from her) ol
Ibitmy lower lip. But what could I say? His call was just
r.m': of thousands I'd ignored on Nikki’s cell 'J'h'mkl: Ily
steven vient on without seeming (o cx . Thankfully,
- ook £ Lo expect a comment
A1 me.,

“The cons sal
scops said there’s .
1TES H(thlllgr lll{:}’ cin ([('J. A woman not

G

or refusing to answer her cellphone

or credit cards
capartment and business in the lurch isn't
¢ like she went on vacation without telling

d ’ ‘e pnov
ye ysian

. And o

i |101)t:l'ully,

fom just took off) Steven said, ‘on vacation,

any of her customers know she was going?

)k her dogs with hert
s [ saic ‘maybe she did just that?

| any of her grooming appoinunents. She
pztid up the rent on cither her apartment or the
1. You really think that’s somcthing a dedicated
il ner like

.55 OW
Jeation withou

ents first?’

, said, looking wide-
No one knows anything about where she

hasn't
Mom would have done — left for a fun-

( finding somecone to take over her

Anpointi® . ;
Big eyed, ‘you really think your

5o, Lult
] 3
om’s + - ¢ missinNGs?
2
could be:
No one I'v
Biit = ' He gl

¢ talked to,” Steven said. ‘Nikki was my last
anced down at the espresso in {ront of

hopt. ;
i, which by now had gone cold = ‘1 guess thatwas awaste
of time.”

afavbe I can get @ printout or something of the

incoming calls ['ve had,’ T offered. 1 desperately wanted to
do something = anything — to help him. He just looked so
sAnd sce if any of them were from your -1

ired and sad.
mean, our — mom. Then maybc we can see il the phone
company can figure out where she was when she made

them.”
“Ihey can triangulate her position through the position

of the cell towers,” Lulu said. When we both glanced at

Y



e
e

her, she said, ‘I saw that on an episodc £y
: 5 5 .
Law

' Then she added, "
too.” Then she added, “Oh, and you can pjp g,
«© "

Hi D"i\-,!
Al

detective, Nikki! My dad used to hire thes
¢ L0 [
)“0
W
!

mom around when he thoug o
ght she was Chc(lling : hy

5 On }l'- i

LT

She gave Steven a brilliant smile. ‘T come f;
’ € Irom .

@ hl'
o

home.’ )
lcn

Imsure, ifhe’d everseenasingle epi

oh scenasingle episode of Enteyy

B ai-’!m\
".m‘

Tonight, he alrcady knew this. But Steven wagy
'-lsl 1 1
I 1t I)(_l}.-lug -

attention to her
‘I don’t want Nikki to do anything she (
- . 3 . / shie does
comfortable doing,” he said stiffly. oSty fee)
‘It’s no problem,” I said. ‘Il hire a privage j
<L 1Ny

1 hY Nl sty aosg CSlje-
to find . . . Mom. Maybe you can recommend g el
50me
Me goog

ones, Lulu, since you seem to have so much ey
with them.’ EXPerienee
‘ Pt e . .
Oh, yeah,” Lulu said, twinkling. No, really, Sk
b et 3 Tlos Py Lo s 7T » Fealiy. ohe twinkle
asshesaid it, like freaking Tinkerbell. ‘Mind vou. de Kled
aren’t cheap.’ YOU, detectives
L pr % ] "
Ihat shouldi’t be a problem,” Steven said with a sm;
in my direction. ‘Nikki can afford it.’ e
I smiled sweetly back :
tiled sweetly back at him, but all I could think was, |
am so dead, £ Y N 1 . 7
i dead. And not even literally, for once. I couldn’t hi
a detective, A deteeti ' .
. A detective was o
related to my brai as only going to uncover stff
o ty bramn transplant and blow this Stark thing
b"}'h]gh: and next thing [ knew, it’d be CNN s :
onithétm s B 2 155 ¢ on CNN and I'd be
: srun from Brandon’s dad’s armed eunmen
And don’t even (rv = N
" them ven ry to tell me Robert Stark doesn’t have

/ OK, just ¢
/ Just calm down and smile at the nice sailor.
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i, I said. ‘So; T'll start calling private cyes

i the g Scriously. Uhis was my life

e the
1 a brain transplant

. mornin
I’d already hac

‘]
(hing !

jrst : 2
B well, why 20t . :
pow” (o wear Aascara every single day. So why not
have =
|11(1
ghis? the meantime _* Lulu wwinkled some more in
in .
And i ction _fyou have to stay here with us, Becausce
L ¥, C * .
ops dIret
geit (his holiday party: and we want you to be the
celre having = ‘
e .
" honout:
’ .:.;lﬂih e ren T ey ke srairer raving
gue hrow Lulu another warning look, because having
1 - X .
B lidn't exactly scem like a good

< brother st with us

 Foronct only had the two bedrooms, so
1 .

Nikki’
_onthecouch? Andfor another,

deato®

hing, we

he goingmsiccp..
¢ him to catch on that Twasn’t

wher¢ was
.oh, and that

jong Was it going 10 tak
' Ong L ! o
es like I'said 1 would ..

he
1g in his sister’s

e private
calling P! pvat
' his sister ata

detectiv
1. but another girl livis
[wash :
body? : i T 1
T NG 9
Plus there 1g aboul um eing the
of honour at a
endance, exeept 1 hads

was the whole thin
ditest party at which 1 wasn’t even going
L:n be in atl Yt quite worked up the
courage 10 tell the hostess yet. ..
was that thing about our loft possibly —

And then there
ed b}" l)arliUS lmknown (c\'(;n

OK, probably — being bugg
though [ was pretty sure who wa
looking uncomfortable. Who could

s responsible).

“Uh,’ Steven said,
blame him? I was a virtual stranger to him (in more ways
than he knew). “Thanks for the invitation, but 1 arabbed a
hotel room uptown—" .

Lulu looked horrified.



‘A hotel room?! she eried. ‘No! You're family
That'll give you and Nikki a chance to reconp ¥ hey
L Ot
Nikki?
Sure,’ I said, hoping Steven didn’t sense my l
s ¥ relye
l

A Jthough we do only have the two bedrooms— LTS

‘e G slee 1 & page o »
[He can sleep in my room,” Lulu voluntee

; . .,

looking a little embarrassed — a first for | l[. Chey,

1 f -] e . .“ L]

explained, ‘What I meanis, Nikki has this hye S i
5 lbc ]{”Ig

bed. I can sleep with her and, Steven, you cay, ] “Sizeq
room.’ : an haye oy
‘No,’ Steven said, not unkindly. There was way .

voice, and in his expression — real, human \\--ll_"llh in hi
first I'd seen him show since meeting him (]0:\’::;11 = the
alrs iy
of helping to look for his mother. Wait. 1 r!:';(itnr::r:ll:cnl[ o

0 hely

the lobby: I felt bad about the fact that 1 h

him look for his mom. T just didn’t intend to hire 4 (
to do it. s
Only how do you find a missing woman on you
o Y . . & ‘i o“f“?
Thanks, that’s really nice of you,” Steven congj
- : - - . JII 1 v
But I wouldn’t want to put you out—’ &
‘Stay,’ I heard myself saying.
? - Faui by e )
Idon’t knowwhat came over me. I mean, I needed Nikki
Howard’s brother i : -
1 § JIU[! » - o < tr
| 'u,: hanging around the loft like T needed
a(nother) hole in my head.
But I knew from s
inew from somethi 5 i
i mething I'd seen in the photo he'd
shown me — the one of hin i
e him and Nikki washing the dog
1t steven Howard loved his 1¢ i ‘
i :d his mother. I was pretty sure
§ en the one taki = i ;
¢ taking the picture that he had in his

wallet, The ;
Lo The look in his «
115 SR A . e .
1 eyes as he gazed at the person
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C L
Y I{‘Hh;

camerdt had been one ol pure — if shightly
e ,;1|'1'r.-t:lim1.
e swhat had to do.

(o, find her It was the least T eould do to make up

¢ been suc
) iple she had never ¢ en ke
'l‘l PR

And that was everything 1 could

I 2 horrible sister and daughter.

ot pLta picture of cither her

go hot

hwlhc:r
QReit W

[s e

wer in her room ot wallet.

r motl : .
wned his astonished gaze

+ [ sald W

Q
hen he t

insist.

wou have (0 I
A strange look. Tdidn’t know il

wart ) oW :
12 You insist? [le gave me
wou ins y
ise I'd used the word 11
ordinarily would have said, or because

asn’t used to Nikki bossing

wsist, and that’s not the
g heeat
jrwa? ' i
yind of NG Nikki
il older one, and he w
e WS
; d.
y aroul! = T ' o
i hatever (he reason, my insisting did the trick, e
Whateve

. and said;
shruggt.(l and

n then and
without another worc

-2
gl My oedl
uptow 5 IR

Thcns
so0l and h
te slcppccl i1

caded for the clevator.
side and looked at us for a sccond.

See you in a fews

he was gonc.

awell, if you insist. Il just go back

I, he slid off the kitchen

' he said. And then the door closed and




K, so things were b; .
OK, gs were bad. But they still e

sl 3 g ren’
Nikki Howard’s brother might been me U they
= )

. ving j
mom micht have bee v Rt
g H een I?llhhlﬂg, and I miq

l)-!:!
! » ang II::;‘
mysell in charge of finding her. o )

But at least Nikki had a brother and m
few hours ago, I'd thought of her as a sibl'om’ WIME‘“ &
ingless Orphay,

Well, practically. Some fami S
o y. Some family was always betyer g,

right? M hone
Of course, it was a little annoying that every 3
0 Vi [ atevery live ge
my room-mate kept going, ‘Do you think he likeq o
e s : ced me?
That was all Lulu could ask. W
And ask.
And ask again.
I'd neverscen| ike thi
§ Julu like this over :
k ¢ this overa guy. Granted, I hady
nown her all that long. .

But even if I didn’
't know her at 'd h:
wall, 'd have been able

tell: she he 3
ol 1 had the hots (and that was putting it mildly) f
Nikki Howard’s big brother. ' N
Which was s o
: h was sad, because I was pretty sure the feeline
wasn’t mutual, : A

Infact, 'm fairly i
Sl s Pm fairly certain that was why Lulu liked Steven
doward so much. [I 1
. ¢ \V.l‘. . s T BT
as the first straight guy she'd ever

- met who wasn®
asn’t a hundred or somethi i i
I something w " like
Wer sk g who didn't like

ya

o like me & litgle bit" Lulu was saying as she

t
my b

| out ACTOSS .o, still in her silky pyjamas. ‘1

e had
et
., right?’

+ 1 assurcd hen i
and imitation Uggs. 1 seriously never
a pair of these,

amming my feet into

yrk-br
aught dead = ha ha = m
« Alternative had a pair of

. U]‘ 5[:
I'd be €

’h Lt s
g o gil'l [ knew &t Iribeet
o pVECTNS ) '
& including my Ow!

R l'l,'ill l'hings’ . R 1 T S - -l».
the il wasn’t yequired 10 by my cmployer. Stark-

1 sisten | wouldn’t wear

a Lo oy
kuockﬂfrs were the hot new thing . . . half the
{7 3 L

nes. Although, believe it or not, they

[ the real © o
nfortable things you could put on if the

raw from having been clinging
Also il you'd spent an hour

¢
Q
(he most €2
- your feet were
night before.
ument while calling your cell

yrice

welt

ngth of your apar |
begging them to give y
ved — not made —on it for the past two

acH ‘ -
pacing ader: ou a printout of all
epvict provic el

s vou'd recet

(he cal
months. X . .
s Lulu said firmly as she rubbed Cosabella’s

o am culey
Ears, hreaking int
st know me yet. Every
u Collins 1s cute! And anyway, Srevens: all

o my reflections. 'm totally cute! He

- TV W oeLs 1 : >
just doc guy who gets to know me

qurees — Lul

pummed out from the awful way you've treated him over
the vears. | mean, no wonder he’s all tortured and moody

and stufl’
‘Hey, 1 said, shooting her a wounded look. T was still

completely guilt-stricken over the fact that T hadn’t
recognized my own brother. Well, Nikki’s brother. Now

Lwas going to have to get to the bottom of his mother’s
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find her mysellif it was the Jag, i

disappearance and
dn’t know how.

' g1
did. Even though 1 di kn w
‘Oh, right,” Lulu said. ‘I forgot. The old you wag .
y BB ?

v ‘e Ong
wn to Steven. Sorry. Still. How could you |

chat was mei o
treated him that w.

as? T ve L]
.t hot. Did you sce those arms: I mecan,” Lulu el

ay? He's so hot. I've never mey .
’ a Suy

on,

thi
ng one of my pillows bencath her head, and Stariy,

) At
3 o

bunchi
dreamily up at my ceiling, ‘he looked strong cnough thy, i

he lifted me, he could do it with justone hand. Did yo NOLice
that?”’

‘Uh, 1 said, slipping on a fitted leather jacker, then
snapping my fingers for Cosabella to come to me. ‘He's
my brother, Lulu. I wasn’t exactly checking out his arng,
Because, ew. Look, il anyone calls, I'm just going to (ak,
Cosy for a walk for an hour or so. I'll be back soon. QK

‘Mrs Captain Steven Howard,” Lulu breathed, s
staring up at the ceiling. ‘No — Mrs Major Steven
Howard?

Lulu had totally lost it. It was sad really, what a uniform
could do toa girl. T hoped she’d be feeling more like herself
when [ got home. Or that she’d at Jeast have brushed her
teeth.

In the meantime, I had places to be. T left my room,
threw on a scarf and gloves and woolly cap and sunglasses
e o gt ok
e CL:]'.:briw,q ijlllléfllg me. Un'ul I started walking
10 go through, wit}, J )(;(.}, 1 hdfi G e l?ad
B people grabbing them and screaming

~s o get them to talk on their cellphones to their

66

frict
‘l'hcn 1 gl'

. Cpasadena Just 1o prove thew'd +
s in Pasadena prove they'd veally yyey ety

:1hhc(l Cosy's leash and o dog count for her (be
' ranse

; gt cold and wet exactly like we doy Cosabelly qe
dogs & ae
tTI'C(l

l\l:\'l'ly

Y - tote of wifts
and finally left the building, heading

b like a person when she got cold), my
< ]l\' . ‘
for my family,
ow

It
pandle

- = ACT OGNy
Lowards Washington Square Park,
n :
wasn’t somewhere T was supposed 1o be. 1 fact, my
whe i,

rs’al Stark had subtlybeen encouraging me not L0go

home 1O visit my parents since the first time Lweny there in
on .
sew body (and brought Lulu). It wasn't hard 1o imagine
Iil‘\' " 4 . - -
how they knewwe' dbeen there...notonce Isaw the holes n
10W / > .
it . . ' . a1 l;--. o e o o
ceiling in the loft when we got back. 1 just tried 1o make

the N .
qone of my family took any Stark-brand clectronic
sure / _ iy
oducts home, even promotional gilts given 10 uy by
product: )

Srark.
But there w
reaularly followed . . . at least by paparazzi (though not
gularly

as nothing I could do about the fact that P'm

woday. The weather outside was horrible. Tt was spitting
drops of ice crystals that stung my skin wherever it

flitle
nd it had to be barely thirty degrees out.

was exposed, a
Anvone sane was staying in where it was warm and dry.

Then again . . . whoever said the paparazz were

sane?).

[ didn’t think I was being paranoid about feeling as il
wasbeing spied on. Pictures of me doing the most innocuous
things were popping up all over the place. I could be at the
corner deli, buying toilet paper at eleven o’clock at night, for
Pete’s sake, and the next day a picture of me would show

upin Page Six, looking all pasty and strung out (because it
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was after a shoot and I was exhausted and haq p,
. » 2 o . m-

and it was cleven o'clock at night at the corpe, d "
[M

+

li .
Uang

up on e,

[ was buying toilet paper the toilet paper Lulu shoy,
LN : g

v, but hadn’t) and the story unde
my photo would read, IWhat's Nikki Howard been smo f:z':;a: i
sure like some of that! when 1 had not, in fact, been SI: ll.l-w

ause [ don’t smoke. OXing

1 ha\.Q

rcnmml)ercd to bu r
]1(:;“]]

anything, bee

How had they cven gotien that photo? I neyer S s
flash goof . There wasn't even anyone in the store wiy, )
except the clerk. Tt was creepys that’s what it wis, i

And next thing I knew, this extremely unflaticeriy,
photo, in which 1 did, in fact, look high or stoneq ut
whatever, was on every Internet gossip site known to mgy,
with even less complimentary captions than What’s s\’ii;é’;;
Howard been smoking?

And then my mother was calling, wanting to know if
we needed to ‘talk’ about my recreational drug use. My
mother! It was bad enough that Gabriel Luna, hot up-am!'-
coming British Latino heart-throb singing scnsation with
whom Iwas constantly being thrown together because he's
f)n the Stark label, and who always seemed to see me out
in clubs with Lulu and Brandon (where I drank nothing
:*“‘O"g“ll‘ than water, thanks very much), believed my press
jmd thought I had chemical-dependence issues (although
in Gabriel’s case, he knew I'd been hospitaliz 8
e e e wspitalized a coul')lc of

T o1 jv. 1at). But my own mother?

¢ was spying on me all right. For all 1

knew, |
WL, NNC.C i T -
could be watching as I stood on the corner of

Houst
15ton ay aynehrsive :
and Broadsw ay at this very moment cursing the
b, 3} - tel
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v

at | hadn’t brought along an umbrel
Although if T had, 1 probably W iy
gglc it and Cosy’s ¢ ;

< ith
fact !
ard off
[h 2o \\‘n\l'lr.'m'l 'llik\'l: Ve
able 1o ] sash and My tote ang =
I-lo\"‘“'d s cellphone, which suddenly Seoiit off ;t\hk‘m
" ’ )
i . - P - 3 ¥ R .
fumble around in my pocket 1o find it ingteaq of just | i
37 wst letting
5

g0 10 voicemail as usual, because 1 was afy

Nik
(o fee
lello? I said.
[t wasn't Nikki’s mother though. Tt was Nikki's

¢ SICCI-

Ad W might bye

ot - 3 HTo
ki’s momn, and I'd miss her, and then 1'g have ey
ave even more

| guilty about.

agent,

= A sy e P B
Rebecca. Who was exactly like a mom, if you asked
b asreC

! our mom smoked ¢ .. %
¢, If your ed and wore four-inch heels and

m

ralked through a headset all the time and said things
s L s ? Are S R T . )
like, “len thousand? Are they high? or kept asking vou

if you’(l remembered to keep your bikini-line clectrolysis
;1ppoimmcm. (Yeah. Nikki has no hair down there. Wc'u‘ a
Strip. Talk about creepy. But it cuts down on the amount of
time 1 have to spend getting waxed by Katerina))

‘Why are you calling me on a Sunday?’ Lasked her, when
she said, “Thank God you're there.

“ou know I work seven days a week,” Rebecea replied in
her smoke-roughened voice.

You're supposed to take Sundays off,’ I informed her.
‘Fven God took Sunday ofl

aWell, if He hadn’t;) Rebecca said, ‘maybe the world
¢ in St John?

arly tore

wouldn’t be such a mess. ow was the shoo
Tine,” T said. ‘Lixcept for the part where I ne

I
off most of the skin on my fingers and toes, clinging 1o

this clifl. Oh, and where Brandon Srark wanted to stay an
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extra day to (ake me jet=skiing. I think someon, is |
vy £ P s “lli
Ilg

- e . »
moncy and fame go to his head.
1'd crossed Houston, and was walking pas the §

. ‘&ri-

\[egastore where, ironically enough, all this happe, |
WG s -1 1
0

me.
Brandon Stark

is worth thirty million,’ Rely
H * ; = & (:{-’{';
she was inhaling. ‘At least. A billion when | !
<N hig

sounded like
father croaks. Maybe more. Breaking up with hip, e

. as 3
big mistake.

1l keep that in mind.” I take it back about Rebeg

: _ ! o
being like a mom. No mom would give the kind of advice
<he does. Which reminded me. ‘Rebecea, have you hegrg

-s - . ard:
anvthing from Nik = [ mean, my mom?”’

“Why would I hear anything from that woman?' Rebecg,

- <
3 o - b - i R PR P
asked. She said that woman like Nikki’s mom wasn’t somegne
she liked.

‘Because,” | said, ‘apparently she’s missing. No one’s
heard from her in three months, and people back in, um,
Gasper are starting (o worry maybe something’s happened
to her’

“Well,' Rebecea said, ‘your motherwas never the sharpest
knife in the drawer. Chances are, she went to Atlantic City
to play craps and got lost.’

i 8 9 B 4 = Rt

Oh,’ I said. ‘Good to know.” For some rcason I didn’t

ST WNil-l32e N s 2 4 4
mention Nikki’s brother. T don’t know why. I just didn’t.

It didn’t matter, I guess, because Rebecca had already
moved on.

‘But ab hy P ine? id. *So. i Arey:

about why I'm calling,’ she said. ‘So, listen. Ave you

sitting down?’

70

res

5, 'm walking Cosabella? T didn’t tell her 1 wae

Wy ¢

.ption 1O Re :

"“rl family: Or the real me.

.cn.\\.:ull. I just got the call from Robert Stark himsell . | .
! televised Stark Angels New Year's fashion

sl WA tosec family. That’s the las thing 'd

e e =+ el v 5
becea. Because she doesn’t know about myy

¢ uz'.timmll)-'

g()ing

lios at midtown live on New Year’s Eve . .. and

Th
show 18
muﬂd stu

to be shot at the newly constructed Stark

ey want you 1o be the angel wearing the ten-million-
; ymond bra.
to a contract dispute. Could you die?

| Jlar diz f\l)[):ll‘cl‘llly 1's jus[ your she Bricalt
doli t
dmppcd ov
;\’ikki? Nik?’

I stumbiccl over
phioHe: A couple who were hurrying by, as

it due

a grate in the sidewalk and ncarly

yed my

dropl X ]
to get out of the rain as 1 was, barely gave me a

anxious i _ )
«econd glance, even though my image was in every window

of the store next to us, blown up to ten feet tall. Nikki

Howard in @ wrench coat, Nikki Howard in a bikini, Nikki
Howard in an evening gown, Nikki Howard in a summer
dress, Nikki [Howard on a pair of skis, Nikki Howard in
riding jodhpurs, Nikki FHoward in a kimono, Nikki Howard
- a matching Stark Angels bra and panty lingeric set
The sunglasses and knitted cap totally worked as a
disguisc.

‘Oh no,’ I breathed into the phone. My heart feltas if it
had just gone into overdrive. I thought T might throw up.

Because Stark Angels lingerie was seriously the saddest
of the sad. It was Stark Enterprises” attempt to compete

\'." e el N e cd . i S
ith Victoria’s Seeret for the American woman’s underwear
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| drawer Only Stark’s bras and panties cost abouy
' s T
cent less, and itched and poked about {ify !

. ) PEr ceny i
And the Angels were straight up ripoff o

. ]l(n,
[ the Vierous L

3 ¢ Angels. Only their wings were Oty
Sceret’s Angels. Unly tHCIr WIngs were mye}, s
i Tha PO Smal),.
, and cheaper looking. I'he only thing more ¢Xpens t
Stark’s diamond bra — ten million as opposed 1o\

]

i\'c Ve
Secret’s paltry million-dollar bra.

Iti()[-ia:‘
‘O, no?* Rebecea sounded shocked as she ¢

. C!‘l()(:[[ “Ih"l
I'd just said. ‘What do vou mean, Oh, no?’ 3

‘[ mean,’ I said, trying to keep my voice steady: 1
. : i S by o

o to high school every day.” I tugged Cosabella away
= = X arom

and congealeq
on the sidewalk, which she secemed determined 1o ¢y

someone’s abandoned hot pretzel, now cold

. amine

and then consume, even though I feed her extremely o
at home. ‘I'm not going to go on live national televisiop Gt
New Year's Eve in a pair of wings and a demi-cup bry .

even if it is one made out of diamonds!’

You’d be wearing pantics too,” Rebecea said, sounding
surprised that I hadn’t realized this.

‘Oh well, that just makes everything all better, [ said
sarcastically.
; pre ;
It would be very tasteful,” Rebecea said. “You wouldn't

be showing any more than you did in the Sports IHustrated
bathing-suit shoot last week.”

by e ? . ‘T : , i Lt
But this is underwear!” T wailed. ‘Even worse, Stark’s
underwear!

‘Oh; that’s-a nice way to talk about your employer,
Rebecea snapped.

ITonly she knew about the phone tap. And the spyware

on

e 5‘1;1:'k-11l'i”‘d PCL And the hidden swiveillanee
mitters in my loft (if' that’s what they are). Oh, and
[]';lllf‘

hout (he brain wransplant. Which did save my lite, by

aut

..;{ili- { .” ! £ l i

" And that was still photography,
Al i

I said, "This is vy
fhere’s seven-second dé,:l:n_.',' Rebecea said, ‘So it
Lvthing was o = you know, slip out, you adjust it before
a . o ]-:110“". ) : )
- *:I'hill is just s0 rcassurmgt I said, . -
exikki, honey’ Rebecea s:‘ur.-l, exhaling audibly. ‘1 wasn't
i "ll\' asking your permission. Robert Stark called o
agh 'k Jow it's already settled. You're doing this. T would
& ".“:h(:ught vou'd be thrilled. You're the lead angel. Do
l::::ha\-c any idea what that means?’
yeah. I knew. [ knew, all right. .

J have to 0, 1 said to Rebececa. I knew Ud been wrong
1o think everything was going 10 be all right.

iWait,” Rebecea said. ‘Don’t you want to know how .much
they're paying you for this? Because you're never going to
believe what I negotiated—' .

But I'd already hung up. [t really didn’t matter. However
much it was, it would never be enough. Not for being
publicly humiliated in front of everyone I knew. Specifically,
Christopher.

Who, OK, wouldn’t actually know it was m, his old pal
Em Watts.

But we used to sit and watch the Stark Angel fashion
show every year together and make merciless fun of it,

and especially of the dumb angels and how many starving

B 3.
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Africans they could have fed with the mon i

- - - c-“ l '

into making the diamond bra. g 50
LA

And now I was going to be the |

going he dumb ange

~ l W
Great. Just great. Caring ;,

Maybe I could give the money to some Afy
y Alricang

Except I was probably going to need it,
- lor [h‘:i'ilp\.

Lo

S

-~

Seven

[ was prohuhly going 10 need the most therapy

(he m;pl-c,qsiml [ saw on Mom’s face every time | let
s the v

l'(}r ‘\ P - »
yself int@ the aparument.
myse i
Like just nOW: |
1“ Il about the (licker — it only lasted an instant — af
Jewasé ' : . -
srement followed by disappointment, then resignation.
uxcuun y Y

Ghe WAS expecting the old }'f',::l_. :}:1(1 insl.cad she got Nikki

el (nnw:ll‘ﬂll}‘" anyway. 50 for a split second, s\-u: was
disnppﬂim‘:d' It [mssc.d in a flash, to be replaced with her
pormal Oh-n!‘—coursc-ll's—yuu face. .

But it was always there, cvery time she saw me = the
dis:tppninlmv_nl.

Because the truth was, 1 wasn’t her daughter. Not really.
Not any more.

On the inside maybe. But not on the outside.

And she hadn’t accepted the new me. Not completely.

And a part of me knew she never would.

[ couldn’t blame her really, L guess.

‘Oh, Em, honey,” she said. The flicker was gone, and
she recognized me, the stranger in her apartment, the
tall blonde with the miniature poodle in the waterproofl
coat prancing at her side. I guess she’d never come 10
accept me —in Nikki’s body — unless I got rid of the poodle,

stopped washi . ) -
pped washing my hair, gained fifty pounds and started
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€0 the sofa and the
.o hack 10
‘;mn!'

X 1//
wearing nothing but sweats again, like the
are funny. i can’t believe you came all lh::L‘::‘: Mie, l’l,‘,m_ pad it back ‘m New Haven, Frida said. ‘He contdu’t
“'C"”h‘“'!w"“’”!‘ you supposed to be in Aruby (‘):l"cri,l thi, qand the |',ghlin_t'.-' et M orrected her Fight '
today?’ SOMerly,, T ephere WS no fighun, : l‘m! cot }.'«.;_.h,( rer. \ m:m‘\m.‘«
St John,’ [ said, leaning down to kiss her Beg, - aplis (hat the ,_.-,,;.m:]“:;;s eV c: ;u:im.:n-ait:’, f;ufl u Tn L.
accident, Mom had been taller th o ol cfore g prida (hrew me e prm ook, “Bee: she said.
wecident, ‘ : . an me. Now 'y 1. ¢ Jared ot me. ‘And 1 cand believe,! she added,
raller than Dad. Even in my Stark-brand imitaj "‘."Tl:: Mo B
e flew back this morning. I came over as soon -‘.(_’;l Ugg,
| wasn't goil =2 As Teoyly

Sunday Times, which she had
1l arou nd her, her normatl weekend habig, ‘that you
qpewlabi e .
. J1 this time, and you didn’t tell me.’
e :

¢ to tell her about the long-logt |
. o : . St brogg
[ found waiting for mc¢ . my lobby. S} b : L
; : v She had ot | said lamely i she only
i ﬂlﬂllq} .\\-c“,- e .
gh

knew the things 1 knew
problems, and 1 wasn’t going to burden her wigl
’ 1 My
Instead, I shrugg HE

i 1
d paven't old hery [ don
ed out of my outdoor things, whi . and 1
y outdoor things, which ey,

 sce what's wrong with it

: il Chcc!‘l"adi"g is a sport, after all)

rapidly becoming sopping wet in the over-radiated | e {.]m didn’t even look up from the “Week in Review?”

of the apartment. “What's this I hear about checri . h-:;“ ;\-{ aName a sport you play in a miniskirt she said.

camp?’ ciling SEOE Pd tried the same argument
on Frida when I'd first heard abou

| almost laughed, SCe
\fom rolled her eyes and said, ‘Don’t ¢
. yves and said, ‘Don’t get me started;
just

as Irida burst fr 'robedr avi
" : st from her hedroom, lm\-mg heard me
come in.

{ her going out for the
pean.

awell, 1 said, ‘ﬁgurc-sk

aters wear cv
i e L e eviee wWier &t x .
You came!’ Her eyes werew ide with excitement. You're

cn shorter skirts,

is an Olympic sport.

SHWES :st! Di ’ ‘ing . e
the awesomest! Did you bring Lulu?’ And 50 i3 aymnastics.

and igure-skating GBS e
On r ey e Tl o * 3
my sister’s register of all things awcesome, Lulu

And cheerleading is basically all
Colli gymn:t:‘.l'lcs.'
lollins rated only slightly below Nikki Howard. The fact

i Mom just
that : Cre i il
t both of them were now in her lifc on an almost daily

rattled  the  paper
bt music playing softly over
asis had put her into a kind of teen-girl ey

apartment looke

There was classical
the music system.
d so cosy and warm,

hieh 16 ana from
whiteh I feared she w s ) ;s y :
red she wouldn’t emerge until college. cry. Somewhere, [ knew, we

The whole
1 almost wanted to

re bagels Dad had picked up
that morning from H & I, W

(i couldm’t cat bagels any mor

¢ because they caused Nikki
massive acid reflux. Anything doughy did).

) e o - .o
But looks, of course, were deceving.

‘Uh, I e e ? . A i

3 alw’s busy, 1 said, deeming it unnccessary 10

nention ths ! a . i
1 that Lulu was busy staring at my cciling, p!

ith vegetable cream cheese
her wedd; anning
derweddine N T ) ‘
Dad g to Nikki Howard’s estranged big brother. ‘Is
ad around?’ k
6

Cosy as the place
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looked, I couldn’t help suspecting iy
ting 2

I)il 48

2 : A8 evepy
as the loft was. 1 didn’t know whe CLy
where the lye g

8 i

Y ;. = Sr, 2 B (PN
was sure they were there somewhere and 1] Wiee, y
TS r o] # 12 t ‘ 3
listening. Hadn't Dr Holcombe, during Sy, l
asked me if I thought it wi Sy faet ch b
; ghtit was such a good ide ek,
i e . 3 o N R TTT
Lulu to my family . . . something he could Sl llmmiur.Q
) o ST ATE Ths A ) ¥ have |,
I'd done if Stark had been listening in thay ¢ Ve ld!li‘w'h
- . . o Y I[Tlc
[ dropped by my old apartment with a pizza? Hill
rhakls

angd
And hadn’t the Stark Institute for

; Neur

Neturostrrery . - - '!(J] EAT]

Neurosurgery handed us all brand-new § 08V anyg
L e i

C g ) arkdses
cellphones on which to call one another? Pho Kbrang
nes th

way more staticky than any mobile phone I'd ¢ve A wer,
Clear proof = to me, anyway — that they were (2 e Owngg,
It had been kind of hard after lilzu . n;nd]:pu[d' .
Stark wasn’t spying on us. Especially since my 1>::rl-}--u ll;:\'e
detector = yes, I'd bought every gadget the :'313\-' é‘l':r.”‘!-;
midtown had in stock while I was therc - “’}lim’-(l‘lil{(' € al
= - Crazy

every time I walked in the door T didn’t know where tiy
bugs were = but they were there somewhere. Whicl: ‘v‘“
:\'ll}’ I had encouraged my family to usc the 11011-31'\1:11"5
;L ‘:I.{lﬂ;::l:]r\-'s]:;::,i;]}l';.;::i[inlllo:cs ch! bought 1he‘m, and why |

o ) sits to my old home bricl.

The thing is,” Frida said to Mom, ‘1 kave to go with
the team to winter camp. We have all our routines down,
:11.1(! I'm like the most important person. I'm a base, :m(i
Tmhm-u me, basically all our pyramids, our stunts, anything
:;t\'t:l\'mg ;'1 flyer, everything falls down. Furthermore, if 1
s ey et 8

v in : ich isn’t to say our coach st

~I

(e

¥

Iyecituse she is, but at

this week-long training

Jearn proper technique
o e

s 1o avoid injurics as well as
d routines that will blow the competition out
(s

., Besidess cheerleading is
L waled )

a really good extra-
ar It looks greal

on your college apps. 1 mean, do
a total losern like Em, who has no

R
urs jeulars whatsocver:
q-C

i 1.10}1:

Sorrd

{ me 10 look like

z : s own delence
 said, coming to my oWl s

s Frida said, throwing me an apologetic look, ‘but
er did anything after

stuff with Christopher.
east you €0 10 wropical islands for swimsuit shoots
H 2“ car H

. - - Ll 1 ny
. Until yout surgery, you nev
st ™ :

except boring computer

¢, Mom said, finally Jowering her paper,

he tone (hat this conversation has taken.
the

1 do not want
jaughters’ c.\'l:‘;1-::1:;‘a'icular activities to be swimsull
my dats )

s of human pyramids.’
going L0 sit on th

oots and being the base support
shoots

om, Frida said, ¢ couch beside her

much more than that. I'm earnit

: 1 teamwork and
ils so :

phsics and making new (riends, while at the same time
; fit and staying healthy—

a little.

genting phg.-'sically

Ihrightcncd up The truth was, I’d been feeling
L little depressed since this afternoon, coming home and
finding Steven FHoward, not Christopher, waiting for me in
my lobby, then getting the news about Nikki’s mom. That,
followed by the information that [ was now a Stark Angel,
had't really done much (o cheer me up since

the whole
sitting-at-the-bottom-of-the-ocean t hing.

But secing how much Irida had matured over the past




\\‘ /—

couple of months?

' I
That was doing the trick. 1 G
; : : : y can, ed both Chris ;
qsn't hall the whiny self-centred kid she’d beey | ) :‘:h. celebr ated E stmas (the secular, Santa .
. accident, always i sisting on getti _ 1 befoy, and Iflanllkk“h- Gran was always fine wi 4 Version)
my accrdent, aiw ays sk g on getung her way, N an o with tha :
o s Ay, h()‘ :“]'ll- e o Spcnd C‘hl'l‘.‘ﬂ!“{ls l)a\’ at 1'[1(- hc,‘ ; al, and Wiy
more. ) n ) W > beach, eettine - 1
i oy ) After enduring half a New York wi » Belting a lule
“That's why it’s so important you let me go 4 sun & e nter,
heerleading camp over break,” Frida we ‘: O thig Wwas this yeal going to be different somehows T
~Jeeerle: ’ b & § ak, e . - r 4 s A te
s ! I k . AWERL oL Swear I hat Mom and Frida’s looks scemed to imply e
on’ anvthing to make you regre it. M Ay o )
won't do anything ¢ ) egret ity Mom, Becays, - honey, Mom said after a tense il
. best part is, the ci i< in Miami. which is r B — SC sience, Y
the best part is, the camp 1 10 liami, which is really gloq, weren't (hinking . . - Lknow we never discussed iy, \ 1"011
O - 4 lives 1 - At AT o ’ : ybut 1 jusg
(0 where Grandma lives 1n Boca Raton. We’re going there ‘sqliII!Cd " mean, you know you can’t g0 1o Gra ll.l t:l
) o o o® ey ae Jarieel - s 3 - ER fandma’s
apvway for winter b cak. So. I can still be with y SR o T T R - i §
AW : You guys o this year. O1 any ycar. Stark would never allow it. You know
night, and during the day I can go to camp with everybog, T
- - P) " !‘ -
clse. I don’t even have to stay in the hotel with the rest of slain i
. a0 () C-\’-[ &
the team.’

ot supposed to be seen with us. How would they
(if the paparazzi snapped a picture of you with “‘s
: on the beach in I¥ lorida over the holidays?
See? Irida had learned how to compromise and sce

1 blinked at her.
things fromother people’s point of view. Thiswas something

Oh. Right. Stark. My cmployer. The contract. The
she'd rarely, if ever, done before e T Ly o, i artment @ . | '
‘ .‘ o - do l sefore. T couldn’t believe how my pcopic bugging my apartment and following me ... maybe.
little sister had grown. She was practically a mature young Probably.
woman now! Never mind that she was wearing a pair of Definitely.
trousers that said ‘Juicy” on the butt. ‘And besides,” she w
Ihat sounds totally reasonable,’ I said. “We can all fly

down together and stay at Grandma’s, and then Irida can

ent on. ‘You know we told Grandma -
everyonc it
w0 ofl to cheerleading camyp with her friends, and, Mom,

1 the family actually — that you . .. died. How

would we explain to her = and her friends — what Nikki
‘ , joining us for our family vacation?
‘,-:Uu’:m(l Dad and T can hang with Gran. Won’t that be you couldn’t be Em around her ...
kg Of course. My obituary.

Howard was doing
Obviously,
Before the words . .
Selore the words were fully out of my mouth though,

The memorial service. The
[ ot story about my gory death by plasma sereen TV on CNN.
:l;J;u:::tl both Mom and Frida were staring at me with Right,” T said. My boncs did that frozen thing again,
[\” ‘( ' ;”’I:S on their faces. I couldn’t figure out why: [ mean, the way they had outside the Stark Meg
ve always went to Grandma’s in Boca for the holidays.

of the accident that had caused all this.

.

astore, the scenc
d0)

“'i‘””"i ]t“ S
e wish anc -l e .
and Dad’s not, so in our house we'd always

Only this time 1
1oy eyy | . . S =
wasi’outside, with so many windows filled

with posters of
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Nikki Howard smiling blandly down at me
no rational explanation for why I suddenly
freezing cold. ‘Grandma thinks I'm dead.’
How stupid of me to have thought 1
~her condo for the holidays with the re
How stupid of me to have brought that tote 1y,
over by the door, filled with wrapped gifts (;fr

them, to take down to Florida to put under ¢
i
trec.

FErveryone thought I was dead.
[ was Nikki Howard now.

IEm Watts was dead.

iTita s 2 Sy -
It’s OK,’ I said with a carcless laugh —or a laugh ()
! _ ‘ < Augh that |
hoped sounded carcless. It actually sounded more britle, |
- - - N e Tyt . : c
think, than carcless. Suddenly I was blinking back Ic'zrs,

- Y SF s - L . ¥ . ‘ y
where had those come from? — but I hoped Mom and
P B - TR " < ) X
Frida couldn’t see them. ‘How dumb. I totally forgot abou
ot eyple . . p

Stark. And the contract. And cvervthing Jeez. T’
i \ g. Jeez. I'm so
stupid.

‘Honey.” Mon
v." Mom put down the paper ¢ i
W caan I the paper and got up off the
l wrap an arm around me, even though I took a
step back, away (v \ .
| ] 13[1(,1, away from her. ‘Are you all right? We probably
should have discusse is i : :
g discussed this, but 1 just assumed you'd be
working anyway, so—"

Snsic: g : _

w;lljln;u:l:nl(:: af:‘:}d’ s.lj”, _mmring away from her [ didn’t

afraid lh:lllu']:lr \1 tears, that I wasn’t fine. Also, I was

it's much he ‘ ""L_ 1would cause me to crumble. ‘Actually,
A better this way, because Lulu is having this huge

party, and 12
2y odhe ]l.'.l- PP
as worried about how I was g()il]‘.r Lo I)l'{?ilk

+ So there
(el 1 ¢ tgy
clt like [,
\".';“
as goiu,‘: 1

i 1
iyou Know what:
st of 9

my fam;)

Silling
all ¢

an
dmgyg

aws
> n(,“-“ .

II“I now 1 won’t have to. So, phew!?

ant

Mom ¢

o her that [ wasn’t going to be able to be they
= 'l:‘
lidn't look convinced that Twas all right,

she said. “This is silly. We'll just suay
i town for the holidays this year. I'll give Grana t'a'li
her )

. e we can work something out—?2"
m S i
secem to hear what Mom had just said. She
i excited about something else. ‘Lulu’s having a
was ]

Led. ‘A holiday party? Am Linvited?”
yeah. Forget eV

r ohe as
b;u'l-}'? she as

erything 1 said about I'rida being so
juch more maturc now.
n

o, | said.

d only just put do

[ started reaching for the outdoor things
vn, like Cosy’s coat and leash and my

[
aloves and stuff. Yo

u know what? [ forgot 1 promiscd Lulu
that I'd pick up some

stuff for her party, and here it is
setting close 1O five and the party store is going 1o cl6se
:incc s Sunday, so 1 better go—
Em, Mom said, reaching for me again, looking as if her
as breaking on my behall.
But | was 100 quick for her.
halfivay out the door
the

heart W

I sidestepped her and was
and down the hall before cither of
m scemed to realize what was happening.

1l call you guys latery I tossed b

ack over my shoulder
as 1 heard Mom say my name again,

But I was hurrying towards the clevator, hoping 1'c
there before the tears started, and before

1 get
canght upwith me . ..

cither of them

And T made it, but only just. 1 actually managed
10 ¢ . . 5
get past the doorman and into the drivew

ay in front



of our building, under the protective cang
W J])\.’ ht‘["
% befor,

burst.
: |
And then my face melted. Or at least thay |
e . Sw .
at iy “:h

myv cheeks. I couldn’t see anvthing in ey
\ sec anything in front of o a iy

like. The tears in my eyes over
43 S Ve (.,ln()\\.'cd co .
* B, A, C lll':-;"]g l]
g hotl

r“"n:i

i i a hot me
little dots and smears, like the Impressionistic ]"'(-$S i
SHE Paing

me, because it all kind of disappeared into

“gs

T - ey gAY IR LR 3 d“,a‘q
tears took over everything. I'm pretty sure there o the
'as shoy

in the nincteenth-century wing in the Metropolj
- .. v :l

involved too.

And even as I was doing it = erying, I mean — | kiew :
Ay I

> andma’s
that much, except for the beach and her pool. Her ‘;
- Her condg

was ridiculous. I never actually liked going to Gy
‘ < 5 L ",

was way too small for the four of us plus her, and 1 aly
had to sleep on a fold-out cot that was oo short f:) “"‘}"s
and she gave us frozen bagels for breakfast instead .(ln"l::lc‘
rle:ll kind you could get here in New York, still warm l‘:'(n:
the oven, crusty LB S
micldh;,n) crusty on the outside, and warm and gooey in the
i :jiu.lfomt,how, being told I couldn’t go, because 1 was
‘ Well, it just made me wish I'd stayed down at the bottom
::I '[]u: ocean last night. It had been so nice down there, so
!]mu. ‘i‘nd (:a!m and, OK, cold, but still. No one had been
:\L;T’-idmg things of me, like Climb This CIiff, Find My
SLSSIne Fray ‘
H“':]f:tg\t'::)]?tj\_rv ijli"l.]n\s Diamond Bra, or Don’t Go To
s, You're Dead, Remember?
Although |

TUCSS 11w T -
guess in a way I was at the bottom of that

ocean again, | j
« as just as cold anyway, and just as alone -

~
L

for COSY ~ and soon I'd have 1o go out into that
be just as wet, since T didn’t bring an

nd then Id
[brell cided [ couldn’t take it 1
s‘udd"“])’ [ decided [eouldn’t take it Tjust couldn’t take
T ] must ha

s NO onc aroun

. like this anyway. | decided just to stand there.

i ve looked like an idiot, but T didw’t care
sk - . )
it . d. Only a fool would have been out
‘l'i“:l'l.-

vent by and I could try to hail it

. po way was I walking home in this crappy
wl::llhr:l'.

Then ! felta he
askit

wnd on my shoulder. Thinking it was Eddic

rman, 1g if [ wanted him to flag down a cab -

ood luck findir
ffling. [ still couldn’t exactly see because of

but I could sort of vaguely make out a

the doo s .
g one in this weather - 1T turned

which, 8
my head, snt
my face melting,
masculine shape beside me.

aWhat?" 1 asked, sniffling.

Nikki? a familiar voicc asked. As familiar to me,
as my OWI, Or as
arynx was crushed beneath three hundred

Almosts familiar as my own voice used to
be, before my |
Jounds of plasma relevision.
[t wasp’'t Eddie. It was someone clse who lived in my
parents’ building. I’d just forgotten that little fact during
the pity party I'd been throwing for myself.
And for a second I nearly choked on my own Lears.

Because it was Christopher.



Iight

Great, There’s nothing a girl wants more thyy,
5 " . . ; i : (] i
auy she’s been erushing on since like the sixg) ar ]i oy
. % e
whatever to find her standing outside his builg; o
2 i v : - ng
2 miscrable wintry Sunday afternoon, sobbing |, S
# Cr o
oul. .y
There was absolutely no way I could think. of
: L v : Lo ¢
out of this one cither, other than the obvious — gy; '!BLI
_ y L L Cide,
contemplated simply running away from him and throws |
j é - ; "OwWip
myself under the first cab I saw specding d 3¢ >
; ‘ ¢ ] & down bl(:(:ck{_-r
Street. But Iwasn’t sure I'd be able to see clearly enoygl
' » ehougy
P i w Clirest . P T 9.9
what with the sleet and my sunglasses and tears and ), |
figured I might just end up throwing myself under a parkeg
car.

Besides, [ had Cosabella with me. And I wouldn’t wany

- 4
anything bad to happen to her.

I reached up and hastily swiped at my face with my
aloved hands ine 3k - ‘ ‘
gloved hands, hoping the suede would absorb some of the
moisture spilli reyes s

spilling out of my eyes so I could at least see him
properly.

This wurne : :mi
: ] :d out to be a huge mistake, however. Because
it revealed that Chris : i
i hat Christopher was standing there in fis
cather jacket (when hs 3 ]
J J (when had he gotten one of those?), looking

witat me (unlike my dq shri I h
han NiLL: (unlike my dad, Christopher was not shorter
than Nikki Howard) with an ador i “confusi

an adorable mixture of confusion

a6

///- IR e -

| with concern on his face. e was obviously o

mil‘i'a'-]c( . from somewhere and in typic:
s from s . Ve, § typical male fashion

oming hiot!
. emberet

j rem : : i
iad caused his short blond hair to stick 10 his head

| had turned the tips of his cars and his cheeky

1 1o wear neither a searl zor o ha, so (b
§i¥ ©

« made him look cuter, however, if such a thing

.1 mean, even his lips had tarned red, which 1

§ ]}U’"‘ihl‘” - |
1 g weird thing to notice about a guy — much less
Epow M .
o think looked cute:

put then [’d had my brain taken out of my body and put

into someone clse’s. [ was about as weird as you can get.

ey, b
said threc WOt
ark dinosau
s computer !
best friend trapped in a supermodel’s body

ow's it going?’ Ghristopher asked. He'd barely
ds 1o me since I'd slapped a set of glow-in-
the-d ¢ stickers down in front of him in the
school
s really his
(he didn’). But ]
m up in front of his apartment building, weeping

lasses, in his stride. ‘Cold out today,

ab, hoping he’d get the message that 1

e seemed to take the fact that Pd just
show
pehind my Gucet sung

huh?’
‘Um, | said, ‘yeah” I tricd not to look at his lips. Tooked

at the canopy stretching over the apartment building’s
driveway instead, They’d painted it an ugly looking grey.
The paint was {laking ofl in parts ol L.

Were you shopping or something  around heve?
Christopher asked me. 1 don’t suppose he could igure
out any other reason why I'd be in his neighborhood. It

would never oceur to him that T might be stalking him, or

~r
(o
~.1



standing here thinking about how mycp i
i - Lt e
him. He wasn't the kind of guy who woylq thiny :
(ST T LN
fantasized about that kind of thing, A le

a i
:l.‘il’ I“ S .1

; )

him. g

oy
That was one of the reasons why | lov

ed hi,
H ) 0\
wasn't thinking about how much I'd like Lo siy n
for being so dense as to not realize |

S me
Just inside somebody else.

Yeah," I said, staring at a particulay]
. s - - LU T "
J Lllgt nn’

A1 eline “: = Nhie > N i
paint peeling ofl 1bove his head. Yeah, 1 wag, Buig:. tr
slecting so badly. And there . . . -

Were 1o cabs:? pyy }
sound reasonable? Would he believe it? .

!
Apparently so.

And you didn’t think to bring an umbye|), when
went out,” Christopher said with a litle smile, Jug ;‘_“”
me. : G L

Tcouldn’thelp lowering my gaze to his hands, They e
gloveless and empty and huge. And would ffave IOoi;ch:c
much better if they were somewhere on mv person, Ik _~-0
exactly where too. g M. L Rney:

P

God, what was wrong with me? I used (o think it wa
- - .y ;
Just Nikki’s body that was wanton, N

ow I was starting 1o
1 g up with it,
ouwant to borrow one?’ Christopher asked. 41 mean, |
do actually own one.! ’
I dragged my
what?

wonder if my brain was catchi

rag gaze [rom his fingers to his face. ‘One
What was wrong with me?

i [ couldn’t even follow 2
stmple conversg

Ii; ton any more. Fither Stark Enterprises
1ud attached

a few wires wr ; i
wires wrong when they’d put my brain

gle i,

» 1
’ ]'-n
1 “'-'itqﬁ‘

ki’ head, or 1 had it really, really bad for this
S L
1
into
g !Ch:‘i““’l’h‘:" said, looking down at my feet, *1 think
W ' * N
‘Uh: omething wrong with your dog.
o8 S ¥ _ .
(here s d down at Cosabella, She was trembling all over
glance ; ;
gl old because she'd been standing with her paws
1w e ’ ] .
from . (ddle, and I’d been too busy erying — and lusting
o L -
«oan 1CY P
it
qfter m [ bent down to scoop her into my arms. ‘Cosy!
” c !
‘Oh!

, secret crush — Lo notice.
\

i 1"
. e freezinge e .
L jon’t you come on up,” Christopher said, ‘and T'll
Why ¢ ; ~ .
3 umbrella and you can let your dog defrost for a
vou an

8! pefore you both head out again?’
1 /

mi:,ultf‘ looking down at Cosabella when he said this,
I.wnhh;. CIOZ,- to me in the hope that my body heat
imml“l"g ventually warm her enough so that she'd stop
would ¢V Gl
shaking. L MR AR P Srt Ty Moo
§o [ was pretty surc he didn’t see the blush that floodec
v cheeks. At lcast, 1 hoped not. It was a happy blush,
l_?;m; this stroke of luck = his inviting me upstairs 1.0 his
Zparlmclll, where 1 hadn’t been since before the accident
:.was wtally unexpected, considering the sucky twenty-
four hours I'd had up till then. : :
 guess,’ I murmured into the puff of fur growing out of
the top of Cosabella’s head. “T'hanks.’
It wouldn’t be cool of course, if 1 let on how 1 felt about
Nis invitation — I wanted to shriek with joy and dance
around like a maniac. I had to act calm as we walked past

Bddic the doorman. I prayed as Christopher and 1 passed
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of what had been going on under ther

(hat Eddie wouldn’t say anything like, Forgeq -
Because how would I explain to Christopher

tet hl:]-,),
doing in his building a few minutes ago?

thatrgy,,

On the other hand, maybe it would be 4 good oy,
(.ll(

could be like, ‘Well, the truth is, Christopher, | "

seeing my mom and sister. Yeah, they live

n this l)ulld
Because they're Em Watts’s mom and sister. Gy i2
IT

GE‘[-
But Eddie was preoccupied with a tenant who hyg calleg
down to complain about something, so Christophey and |

just breeze d by and managed to get in the elevatorp v
incident.

ll]]()u{
It was aslightly awkward, silent ride up, but Cflllsu)p]m
broke the tension by ]OOL,nu over at me as [ was clulchmg
Nikki Howard’s dog and saying, ‘So. You don’t really ¢
everywhere in a limo, do you?’

I smiled some more into Cosy’s fu

I still hadn’t 1aken
off my sunglasses — I didn’t want him to see the full extent

e. It was possible I'd

escape all this without him ever knowing I'd been standine
( .' §

<
o
lown there bawling my eyes out, not exactly the impression

I wanted to make on him

I just said, ‘Uh, no.’

I was obviously not at my witty best when I was around
Christopher,

Which made no sense, because [ used to be
able to talk nop- -stop

Iwas £oing 10 hay

on emotionally, | figure

90

around him. This was a problem that
¢ 1o do something about one day.
But right () N, seeing

as how I was just bar ely hanging

d monosyllabic answers were OK

s really not the time 10 dive intg the whole ¢
Wi
\ﬂ“JI ol seally NiEED Howard thing, Noy v

e of burst ing out into hysterical solyg
Cli

n\ m(mlta“l

.ﬂ

Ye ].h 'C

et pull.’

rllr".'\
hen 1wy on

=or lughiey -

wristopher said, nodding, ‘1 fleured the rumours

; miled enigmatically — as enigmatically as 1 counld, |
$
Jet’s face

ace it Twas in the elevator = with Cly istopher!
n, 1€
|I'I€,-‘l

.3 aple - e . i
[ was going 0 Christopher’s apartment on a Sunday

ocm' It was just like old times! Tt was hard 1o be
after?

atic when Twas kind of bursting with happiness.
enigIme

clevator doors slid open on Christopher’s floor —
. the ankfully, was seven stor ics up from my parents’
whicly, 1

o I was unlikely to run into cither my mother or
floor; S
[rida = and he said,

The

‘It°s to the right)” and held the door
Christopher had never held doors open for

k when I’d been in my old body. Not that 1 would
C

have expected him to. It was just ..
1t

open for me.

me ba

.well, it kind of causcd

happiness (0 dry up and make me realize .. .
Il!\ <

This wasn’t old times. [t wasn't old times at all.

qi’s right here,” Christopher said, pulling out his keys.

Christopher threw open the door and I went inside,
nearly tearing up again at the familia
pewspapers ceverywherc

newspaper

r sight of piled-up
(the Commander read cvery

he could get his hands on in the morning,
s he'd know exactly what was going on in the world. 1
always thought it would be casier to use the Internet, but

he read that too) and the faint scent of leather (most of

5 ~ A “ i
the Maloneys’ furniture was uph(_alsu.u,d in soft leathe
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handed down from some ancient estate long Singg
. b % " L [

; "ll:‘i!cti

away from the family, and was much toe larg f
‘ ) o,

e
faculty apart ment). iy
‘Here,’ Christopher said. ‘Let me take YOUT ¢y »
Trving 1o hide my shy smile (I know! [ f¢], sl &
Al . LA
Christopher; of all peoplel), T pulled off my

began untwining my scarf, then shrugged ofyp my |

glﬂ\‘(_'s a"li

':::11[":r

jacket = but not before kneeling down to help Cosal;n”ﬂ i

with hers first.

The one outdoor item I didn’t take off] when | -

S doy,
disrobing both of us and had handed everything

. 5 o Chl’is.
topher to stack on the antique beneh in the frong Nlrane

. “HCe.
way, was my sunglasses. My excitement wasn’y the: oy,
thing I was trying to hide. 3

Have a scat,” Christopher said when T followeq him

into the living room. He shoved a stack of the 7

Hes,
the Wall Street Journal and the Washington Py

st out of )
way, just letting them crash to the floor in order o m

room for me on the cracked brown leather

:!k(,‘
couch. Dy
you want some coffee or tea or hot chocolate or
-. thing?’

some-

Refreshments. He was offering me re
was a real guest.

freshments. Like |

Which in a way I was, I guess. I always should have

been ... Em Waus, girl. Not Em Watts, sexless friend from
seven floors down,

For some reason, however, th
oceur to Christopher.
tighte

at had never seemed to

Not until I started wearing much
rshirts. In someone clse’s body,

/ 99

o o

\

ome e would be great,) 1 osaid, putting Cosy
uh, ; was better now that we were inside, where it
she Waks

down ™ ghe'd stopped shaking and was looking around
e

= AN i

Wi

for

curl up and take anap. ‘Could 1 just use your
A0E o
i [)l.

Sllowed him, pl'cu:n(ling I didn’t know where 1 was
] follOP™

even the
. e before.
imes be !

b I shut the door and whipped off my

;].lld
a0ing:

el
hous?

yugh of course I’d been in his bathroom a

Jfely inside,

Onee il l;(lllintl:d at my reflection in the shaving-
ceps and ¢ . - :
qnglasses ve the sink (Christopher and his

“.ﬂt:(}kti(i mirror abo syl
cl’Ua'I | eper but she ()!ll}' visited every othen
L had
@t

1. Oratle ; b
ok- 11 if she still came al all any morc).

: « that bz G 1 barely cven
lidm’t look that bad. You could barely

a houscke ' ot

ast she used to. Judging by the mess, it was

ast $

wi

]]ﬁl’d to Lo
actually, ¢ s P Ty
Het pvine. 1 wiped off a little mascara where it

il Pil been ehytie

ust a Wiave

¢ to prevent chapping, because you

wed: ] of the lipbalm from my Miu Miu
had smudget-.

(which 1 kept ther

totc artists ¢t on your case
wwine how the make-up artists get ony i
tv]

can’t 1IMe

 present yoursell Lo them with chapped lips that
1 vou - ;

“'h{? = -
« then have to exfoliate),

¢ for luck, and noticed how the bathroom

i and I was good to go. 1 gave
the

mysell a smil ) s
anelled like Barbasol, Christopher’s shaving gel of choice.
3

% : Mt A B YAl T (3138 -\l[
Istood there and inhaled it for a while, because it sme
Jike him. : 1
ar eonc. [ cc 't eve » mad at
Yeah. T was that far gone. [ couldn’t even be
im i iikki berter the - had ever treated
him for treating Nikki better than he had eve

me. Because I realized he just didn’t know any better
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e hadn’t understood what he’d had iy 15
gﬂl!lf.

i, He sat down on the other end
1t *
v o (st kickis

| cmu:h,*‘“":t i

of the

ance [h{:.\' hadn:‘
ntin there,
Except . .. that they had. At least if the
working properly. The signal was strong

after I smacked it a few times,

: Nine
lllui] 1 o
Except that I wasn’t gone. Thag Was why | '
| figured out yet. Though how I was going 16 |, ]:'“ Wiy,
i that — in a way he was going to be abe o (:Ul“[]::.‘; kg,
J was what 7 hadn’t figured out vet. Heng ot him. e to tell hime 1 wasn’t going to tell
| But checking for tear stains wasn’t (he only yey lv“;‘;‘_‘cﬂi_ ] wasn't goE -
} gonc into the bathroom, of course. 1 reached iy “;:.m 5 o thing .+ 1 said, taking the mug from him. Oh,
r pulled out my pocket bug detector and turned il‘(l::) ; h“.] wasn't C‘“Y“‘f:.’ Em! Score one for you.
| scemed almost too much to hope that Stark hadwy p;, ;|Il cellent :'1:51“"‘.‘:6': e
Maloneys’ place as well as my parents’, But since | h;et!;:'t 1 eah you e
‘ yet been able to establish any kind of meaningfy] com;lc:
with Christopher, there was always a ch
bothered to slip any surveillance cquipme

1o of the Los "'.l".i’.'t’ les Times and
b
T GUS(\I){:H
i caltle Intelligence?
e -

. who had made herself at
»
‘,
fiome on the ¢U
!

hion between us, wal
antennac yy,

ched the individual
and steady,
Jeez! Thanks, Stark. Thanks a lot.

i ok
fall to the parquel floor with he
<

iasity. ‘I mean,
i curtosiiy. I n 3
Ll in curic 3
AFe ]t?lLL(
cars |

" . aper

the paj

wions OI
cuctior

li\‘l:n
Sighing

I guess you could try to
i A - cold. But it
ere just watering with the ¢
iy il were erying.’
L Y 4 ' ; I' ” 5 i
o lill (ty obvious to me that you
ol PUrELL)
Jooked | ' el
at him spee
qared at
g I put away the detector, washed my I st
came out. Well, at least I'd dodged
of any embarr

desshy. What was there for me to
sLe yok

frer all? [ was busted. 1 to

_\'Jl}', ALCE RiEe

hands ang
a bullet in the form

assing questions about why T might have

been weeping, Christopher couldn’t I

crying jag outside,

a tiny sip of the hot tea
‘on in its mint flavour Except .
hoped to find inspiration M its mint {1
and hopec
- | |
: . Nothing. b D o A
ave noticed my liule no . 1o tell me ifyou don’t wan ’
L Wi 1 } what vou've got to
‘ m’t see what ) ¢
i ~went on. ‘But T dc
; g ! nristopher went 0 N
So whyy! (.ln-lslollhcr asked, after I'q settled on 1o the Ul““; Il b e i ey
. . gt . . . 3 :'. ( 0]1 l ] . \ \ \
couch and he'd come out of the kitchen with a famining i e
S it 2 f . S o oing Lo Lell anyone.
mug of mint tea for me Inone hand and a cup ol coffee gomg
for himself , e .
himself in (he other, ‘were you crying down there,
anyway?’

s il
{’s not like U'm
Al alraid a paparazzo

[ooked around the apartment, hall afraid a pay
‘ -
b Stark was eoing
or even someone (rom Stark was gomng

to pop oul
" furniture and snap my photo.
from behind a picce of furniture and snap my |
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snoken three sentene
harely “P”L"n CS Lo me .
Christopher had Ne Sing,

 my coma and started atlending -, vil,
'y

yme out ©
I'd « Why would they put transmigg,. .
rs
i

!d !III

ernative
Alt , Stark could sce he was more Nt
ESheg

> T
Lis home: Fver

- \feKayla Donofrio than he was in me. Whayg Was (),
I | (‘ * - Q

I("III

plﬂh o i Lt b
1ce renl now Chl Sto .

\I\ fIl(l‘, at his oli 2 ! 5t Dhll Saj !

ming 10 read m

v thoughts — although
‘Last day before finals. All his studeng e

see HOL entipg
correctly:
p‘um Led.”

«Oh,’ 1 said. [ wished he'd read my other l[l()uf’h[5 Che
ones where 1 wanted him to put down that coffe, mug

And realize that I was his old friend | “m ang

and kiss me.
not Nikki Howard. Although that might put a (Lnnplro"

the whole kissing scenar io, since Christopher had Never
expressed the slightest interest in making out with
when I'd been alive. In my old body, I mean.

IUs just,” I said slowly. Why not tell him? Why not (el
him I was his old friend Em, that I wasn’t dead after a1p
[ couldn’t tell him verbally, because somewhere in (his
apartmentwas alistening device. But I ecould write the truth
down, couldn’t I? Then destroy the evidence when T was
through?

Yeah, why not? Christopher wouldn’t tell anyone.

Except his dad, of course. Who was such a conspiracy
theorist that, when he found out his apartment was
bugged - as he would, since I’d have to tell Christophe
that's why I was writing instead of just telling him my

sceret = he’d surely insist on going to every ne
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{0 -

z’o

Jidn't hi
have aACCess

L{""d !
And €
SORVe
n;ud

r )

went o
No..

now.

And the

qe's just =~
2 What? How about .

[ sav!

ruth, 1

v slll"“ 'Y,

The

There

country with  the  siory,

m the

(ln hated Stark almost
y G hristopher would ever get him o kee P quiet

. or the fact that they’d

as much as 1 did,

hey'd done to me . .

\is aparumnent.
hen Mom and Dad would be ruined, if not have

actual jail time, for breaking the contract they'd
ions of dollars they’d have o pay back

Those mill
legal fees and fines? Fven Nikki Howard
. not that I’d

we that much in her bank account .,
¢ to that money any more, alter the Commander

CNN.

Just no. [ couldn’t tell Christopher the truth. Not

¢ way things were going? Maybe not ever.
[ said again, stalling for time. What could
well, some semblance of the

sucss? Just not the whole truth. =1 got some bad

news today.”
Really?” Christopher looked concerned. This was how

he used to look when I'd tell him about a bad grade, or

a fight with my sister; or my character losing a life on

Journgyquest.
hat’s when I realized .

i
tell

What was [ saying? 1 couldn’t

him about what had just happened with my mom . ..

that Twas upset that I couldn’t go to Tlorida for winter

break with my family, Because they weren’t supposed to be

y

family any more.
) . - 1
But T had to say something now that I'd blurted out the
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™~

thing about getting some bad news. Only whag T
L ‘ % l:“ l!

. Stark Angel? Oh God, no . .. Christopher wouldy, 1. ™
i : Uy

iahtest bit of sympathy. Anythi e
he slightest bit of sympathy. Anything but tha, Bug y, -

h
: i
else? t
afy mom’s missing,” 1 heard myself say,
Oh. Great. OK, ycah, so I didn’t mean (o blury o
1

. 7
But it was too late to stuff the words bz at,

wek in MY gy,
O
Christopher stared at me, his blue eyes wide.
Your mom is missing?” he echoed.
Only when the words were out of his mouth djg it oc
(o me that possibly this was the part T shouldy, },:::
mentioned after all. Maybe leading with being 4 Stark
Angel would have been bettern 7
“We're not close,” I said lamely. ‘She’s, uh =2 W How
do I get myself out of this one? - ‘been missing a while, ang
I only just found out because we don’t talk on a regular
basis = ‘
Then I realized maybe this wasn’t the most 1actful
thing to say cither. Christopher and his own mother
weren’t close, due to his having chosen, when his parents
were divorcing, to live with his father and not his mother.
But this, he’d once confided to me, wasn’t because of any
particular dislike of his mother or a surfeit of affection
for his dad, but because his younger sister had chosen to
live with their mother, and Christopher had felt it only
fair that one child side with their father, who'd also sued
for full custody. Which is how he’d ended up living in my
huil(ling.

9%

 has she been missing?” he asked, e was

. longa v
1 ) - . ” ' ! « . eyl +1
'l[‘“] pc“i“u Cosabella, who'd fallen asleep with her
atdy vl
aFTL i his BNCE: _ | i
: le of months, T replied, a littde surprised by
ple ' i
I of his interest. But then 1 guess it would be
y 3 i i
‘hc’ll' (hat sOMEONE’s MOM Was missing. 1l you
- [(} -

Srning
;1|J” .
cre anyone
were

.xcept My agent Rebecea, that is, ‘Maybe . . .
Cabts /

‘hruc.'
Christop g

(he time ol

ction of tl

o faraway look in his blue eyes. ‘Right
her got 2 1d ) \ «
(he accident,” he murmurcd as he stared
ound
:llt’“"
uﬂ'in Ih
My oyel
His gaze snappea B :
But it was clear it wasn't nothing.
§ ' 1 - S e Hy e
Ayhat have you done to try to find her?” he asked. Has
Lt ‘

3 . e Pl a D2
d out & MIssINg person’s report:

fire e television. ‘Tt makes sense.
¢ dire

i
srows went up-
d back towards me. ‘Nothing,” he said.

Excuse me?’ T asked.

awone fille
Um, | said, ‘}'Célh.
Ghristopher looked confused. 1 couldn’t

I guess.’
You gL!CSS?’

plame him, Lwas confused too. What was going on, exactly:

[was really starting to wonder if maybe griefover my death
ad sent Christopher around the bend. Chopping off all his
hair the way he had — it used to be to his shoulders —wasn’t
the only change I'd scen in him since 1 ‘died’. He’d gotten
1o intense, spent too much time alone in the computer
lab in school, not talking to anyone. Including me, despite
my efforts to draw him out.

Well, my brother’s the one who’s looking into it, really’
Lsaid. All Pve done is call my cellphone service provider.

osec il she called and maybe I missed it =
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b ,/_
Christopher shook his head. ‘Iy could .1
N Iy Pt n s :1.:‘:
before they gel back to you with that informg. , om
[ l]un'| i

i avaybe he
be hclp[ul. Naybe
M-

. 1 ' o % £ , “'
[ looked at him and shrugged. ‘T know. But

could do something for your
can 1 do?” I hated feeling this helpless. |

She even bragged about
a ,‘,]h‘:l[?]

% e I-Iaving a t
. intolerant. ¢
oo Jactost
peing

wh ot / Df}nﬂ/-;‘f""? [Tow did Christopher know what
- H s oanlel “ - g - - . -
. “Specially ¢ el MeK&™ | for @ living? Although knowing w hat 2 snob
of Christopher. Back in my old body, I'd ajyyy,, M frgy, o dad di€ 1 arobably bragged about it in class onc
g e i abwayg n et e gt d probably o4 :
point to do everything for mysell'in frong of hi;n ]I"‘l‘«'a \1é Cayla \\I- l vt boen herc. She bragged 21 the Lifve
N o s ) .‘,-. B TR 14 . - ) e
showed the slightest female weakness, he Mighy l; e iy day when ational Merit gcholar and head of Tribeca
- : I here was : 2 nnl : qng AN
of me somehow. If there was a bug on the flogy? i Kleg, Jhout be & Business Club:
. B . " “Lsquac arive’s E
it. If something was too high for me to reacl B Wash, Alrerndt!
got a chair and climbed it. If the lid to the pean
% <
J

o "~ Ty uy h
ar was on too tight? I'd have gone all the w Utte,

ather in the Office of
a4y to my

~ General would be only slightly less prestig-
. Atorney
the -

apartment and asked my dad 1o open it before By }‘“’-‘n
i A hay,

asked Christopher. ave
But now . . . now I was wondering if this had |,
s had be

wisest strategy. I mean, did you really get guys by

’I
woagir] like McKayla.
jous 10 €S

be other hand, maybe Christopher and McKayla
On the ) e

Jating: Hadn't 1 caught her st
were GAETS

en th

wring at him more and
e wr T : 2 . b I B T
like you didn’t need them? That had not been hoy I

en as the semester had gone on, especially since

~often { . '

more 0

ilclil}g

gotten Brandon to kiss me last night. I’d asked hip f
s o

he'd cut his hair and started w
1t

d
help getting back to New York, and next thing [ kne,

«caring more black (what
ith that, anyway)? And hadn’t [ scen his gaze stray
was up» S S b = 1t ]
qore than once in her direction? But then, I'd just thought
HOTC

e was staring blankly at whatever was im front
s , : : 1 Was -

we'd started making out, and he’d asked me 1o be iy

5 F i L3
girlfriend.

of him out
of abject boredom.

There couldn’t be anything going on between the two of
If Twanted to make out with Christopher, wouldn't i e, There could not.
have behoved me to have acted like I needed him? Just a Andyet ...
b Suddenly, 1 felt like crying all over again. The thought
: And OK, I'hate girls like that — the Whitney Robertsons of Christopher with McKayla on top of everything clse was
of the world. But hey. Didn’t she have the hottest boyfriend

i 1 more than [ could handle.
m sch i v IPREL ) [ : ;

" school (if you considered Polo-wearing, thick-necked

jocks hot)?

And that’s exactly what 1 needed, someone {rom the
MeKal Ofice of the Attorney General of the state of New York
McKayla I e [ - 2 _ : i s
A wla Donofiic’s father is with the Office of te poking around in Nikki Howard’s business. Please
AUOrney (e s2an — i 5 d £ < ase,
¢y General,” Christopher offercd, obviously trying
100

i}_ f', "3 L . ) .
ley” Christopher reached out and laid a gentle
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R

e

hand on MY shoulder. T was so startled = T'd 56
picturing the two of them at one of McKayl
Club meetings:
over Some
almost forgotien he was there = that I jumped.
right?”

- I'm fine,
[ reached

Sorry: I should probably go .. g

I got up; wanti
oV
[n winter? Right. Brilliant, Em.
You'rcre
up at me.
you?’
avell,’ T said, sniffling. Did I feel a twinge of guilt over
the fact that he was mistaking my tears for concern over
Nikki Howard’s missing mom, when they were, in fac
wears for him? Yeah. But so what? It was kind of hard u;
fecl bad about it when he was gazing at me so worriedly
with those bright bluc eyes of his. I mean, yeah. She’s iy
mother) )

Ouoh, nice one, Bm. Laying it on kind of thick, aren’t
you?

3 g (L B ) L - [

Look.” Christopher scemed to come to some kind of
decision in his head. ‘Before you go . . . just et me i1y
something,’

]l‘,’ {r Tt i ol .
got up = jostling Cosabella, who sighed and curled

up into a ball - and cr » .
pintoa ball - and crossed the living room, heading down
102

. i ‘)113\'
g a's Iiusi“c;_
his fair head and her dark ope i =
3 . i 5 ey Py
;i [ PowerPoint presentati { _yassedy anc
kind o I on togethery, 4 : jputes pas=t
i 1
.d-\l ¢ voy E'l]]
* T said. My eyes were (illed with tears agai

; . 7B,
up hastily to wipe them away. ‘Just .. . allepe:

‘ - . LI ¢ L:rglus.

g 1o leave before Thad even less congyg)
) 0

er my tear ducts. [ was turning into a total basket ¢ag
) . -
Also, allergies?

ally upsct about this,’ Christopher said, g
sasie

e hadn’t fallen for the allergy excuse. Arey

pall 1 realized he was heading towards his bedroom
a Jritd e .
(ht s £0ING on?

A = h l'.”
[ : Illi-"l()! Ll
.ljh' i

I called after him when a few

| he didn’t reappear. Clearly he wasn't
wing M¢ an umbrella.
g 1 “ i -y -
-‘“" i here *he called back. s OK. Come on in.
[ hetts v « |
! followed (he sound of his voice, wondering what on
b e was uj
[

) 10y “in‘:{: L,"'l':lliﬂ{, me anun !l)l'[-'l'l'd S] I(Jllld““.
! \H I'IL'CII lhﬂl lOI]:r.
H‘, o

{ found mysell

ey 10\'.'{‘:\’1;‘,?.
dm,n-.-.l}e !

freczing like a statue in his bedroom
il of (his would be a lot casier) Christopher was

(ering from the chair in front of his desktop, “if we
L

ould crack their firewall =
¢

re e + Tlhiatle Cu sy ] = -
put [ was parcly listening. I'hat’s because sitting there
o1 10p of (,hustoplu,; § TNESSY ookshelfl, which was sagging
o the middle because there were so many hardbacks piled
onto ity wasd framed photo ol . ..

Me.
Not McKayla Donofrio. Not Nikki IHoward. Me. Emecrson
{Watts.
fow

as the photo they'd used at my memorial service. It
st very (lattering, inmy opinion. lt was a school photo,
e one I'd told Mom not to even bother buying, becausce
in the proof onc of my teeth was doing this weird snaggle
ting (I ahways thought I'd have time to get that fixed one
day. Nosuch luck). She’d gone ahead and bought it anyway,

because . . . well, because ol what h:\ppcm'(l.

And now a copy ol it was sitting in Christopher’s
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r

)

hedroom, on such prominent display thay You

b2 s L - > N . - cl

really, without feeling like iy Wais | Mgy,
i a8 g

¥ ;;n\‘\s'httl'c, 5
£ Q : Ul\!hi‘, ;
W e

g

Vol
‘Hey, Felix.” Christopher, ignoring me, vy :

‘ 7 Sbeal;
o P REATTTS
into his computer. .

A squeaky voice came on over the compuyey and |
F o G ¢ » dly .
o s fourtcen-year-old cousin  Feljv $
Christopher’s 1ol ) I elix,

who was under house arrest in Brooklyn for some ki :
ng of

computcr-hacking crime, on Christopher’s Monite,
Didn’t you just leave here?” Felix wanted k
“What'd you do, forget something? ~Mow,
Tve got my friend Nikki here,’ Christopher said, 4
mother is missing. Can you run her Soc and s¢e ifan\:thi .
comes up?’ il
A girl?” Felix’s voice rose an octave. “You got 4 airl;
your room?”’ D
Yeah, I got a girl in my room,” Christopher sajq i
a calm voice. He didn’t blush or anything, the way p,
might have in the old days. This, to me, was only clc':trc]'.
pro}uf' there was something going on between i]im
McKayla.

But then .. . what was with the picture of me?

and

To tell the truth, I couldn’t believe the way he was . . .
well, taking charge. That just wasn’t Christopher.
Christopher was Doritos and the Discovery Channel,
not ordering people around and Skyping his cousin 0
consult about ‘running’ a missing woman’s Social Security

number,

.Il s 2% P y 7 1 9 )
his ('}]"“.'%L in him was kind of freaking me out. In
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Wiy gxcept for the photo of the old me, and the

art.
| ou help her?” Christopher asked his cousin,
(Gand
'(Jl'c(mi‘sc
i Which wasn't
Lid-
mﬂl!ll()l

plack ha

[ can help her,” Felix said. He sounded like a

that unusual, since I could sce from the

diat (hat's what he was . .. skinny ncek, wified
Lt

. pimplcs and all. ‘Let me see her!?
1

't need 1o see her,” Christopher said.
0 3¢
i want o sCC her, i o5
all day by Ill)-‘sclf, If you've got a girl in your room, |
fere ) ,
{ (0 SEC one.
s Christopher began.

* Felix said. ‘1 have to sit cooped up in

Wl :
AT =
ou can . ’ )
L a qui(‘k step so that T was viewable in the lens of

| tOOR ¢ i

amera on Christopher’s monitor. ‘Hi, Felix,” T said,

the € .
(o shut him up-

just " : Srin
: an cxpletive and abruptly disappeared from

Felix let out ‘
jow, ‘Chris,” he whispered from somewhere off camera.
Vew. M 23
“Fhat’s Nikki Howe
rgom Was Nikki Howard.’

- i - fai 1N\ ¢ w < -

Well, Christopher said, sounding faintly amused, ‘the

wd. You didn’t tell me the givl in your

gitl in my room is Nikki Howard.’ |
How, Felix wanted to know from wherever he was
hiding, ‘did you get Nikki Howard to come into your room?’
Christopher looked over at me. Tle was smiling a lictle.
She basically followed me here,” he joked. 1 couldn’t help
smiling a little back at him. If he was doing all this to make
me stop crying, it was working. Wow. 1 should have tried a
few tears on Christopher years ago. I probably could have

gotten him 1o change the channel all those times he'd
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wching those boring episodes o 7:
s of 7y,

insisted on Wi
v help hen Felix, or no»

you think you &
Of course I can help her” Felix said —
~ s 'c

computer monior. He'd combed his

(;'(vﬂ rs ]J
y

(l[)l](j;iril

on the ’
; : O . Stiel..
black hair and putona different shirt. ‘Iey, ’d"“ih-
0 [hcl.c‘ \_i; ;I 3

!‘i'

he said, na much deeper tone of voice. ‘o voi v,
< l d“i]] ¥

«Uh,’ I said, laughing a little, in spite of my g, ‘
S UNege,.
as5¢ :l]}“lll

(he situation, ‘I'm fine.’

‘(;!'(:‘:"‘ ‘f‘hiil,s ‘-..rl'L"ill,’ l'.(,'lix S:Ii(i. ‘SU | s 1
K, Y L1 1 ‘!.Tj\'('. n
le ."Ullr

W Security number, and we can
* - < 143
o

mom’s Soci
€U dowy, o

business.”
igl:mccd at Christopher. “The police alpe:
b gt ICdd}. Ch(_:(:l. I
WU

this stufT out, I think—"’

“The police!” Felix’s scorn was explosive. Yoy 11
they have the resources I do, even though they (;' ]”"!IF:
away my Wi-I'l connection and now I have (o ‘piul(( take
off my neighbour’s? Trust me, unless she’s dead b?ry-h:-td:
off the grid, Il find her. Just cough up the di"it(?l ]]Mng
Christopher gave him a warning wag of his EI‘Z’.?:Ll)u_T
Felix apologized. ‘Sorry, I mean, Miss IToward.’ o
T Tdon’t actually have that number on me,” T explained
Ihen, secing Felix’s look of dejection, I added quickl; ‘l;(.
I guess I can get it—' B

W anadl? Thatti ) .
makes rcall.:. "Oo‘l ] '?JO.“ C, come over, actually. My mom

s ib- d chilli—

Felix {Jisa?)l) “-l I‘CE}Ch_Cd out and switched the monitor ofl.
sappeared in a flash.

‘He's ki :
;5-~|[1(10{a FUUR [RE Tros T .
freak,” Christopher explained. ‘But he
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cally e

‘\'I l}l !

i

wis

from it.
Christop
;u‘!ll:
[
went th
didn't know wh

e W
e ’
when you

1
Uhy

¥ 1 1 = “qn
s oW what he's dong, believe it or not. "Uhat's

mdge 8

he 1
get. My
ood influence on Felix, but 1 think ics the

ave him six months instead of just w slap
dad sends me over there every Sunday

oo B

vy around. Anywiy, you can Just give the number

have it And Il make sure he gets

I]mnks’. I said, glancing up at my picture, which
Jeering (oothily down at us. I glanced hastily away
 “This is rea
her shrugged.
Ay | mean, if you want to.’

)1‘1I{l? All sorts of ideas how I could make it up to him
ough my head.
at it was, spral
[ had to go sink down on Christopher’s

lly nice of you.’ :
“You can make it up to e,

The tongue trick, even though 1still

1g foremost 1o mind, which

was disturbing.
fghtly made bed (the Commander believed a tidy bed was
o] . : |
before my knees gave out from under

asign of a

me.
‘Oh?" | managed Lo squ

spt::lk.

tidy mind)

cak out when 1 could finally

Yeah, Christopher said. ‘So. Just how loyal arc you 1o

vour boss anyway?’

This was such an unexpected question, 1 blurted, ‘Whe?’

without thinking.

TPl | s :
Your boss,” Christopher said again. ‘Robert Stark. How

much do you like him?”

laken C()III]J]L‘.[C[}’ ;1]);1(3]\-’ I stammered., AVAW

W wnile e 5
v work for a company that reported three
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T o
hundred billion dollars in sales lasg VEAL, o : chould try being a little paranoid too.” Then 1
pz‘nﬁl of which went to line vour boss’s ]mckmhi : "1.-; ‘\!;l}‘h(‘ ‘\-ul .:lid. *1{it:h“"d Stark wants me to p:u-;\dt; around
wondering,’ Christopher said calmly, ‘hoyw S l: 'y Jugy ,:ig:h‘-'( and l-“'“‘]t-:\:ish_m in a ten million dollar .hr-.\ made out
him.! cel o Yy ;ﬂ., n;ltinl“‘r. '1-1<;w do you thind: 1 leel about h““?’

Instead of answering, I stood up. Then | walkeq ,,l't!i““f“)": ;llm‘smih:d.W!wu pc?m“[c(l,S(J!llcihll\gs'll':u.‘lgc
Christopher’s bedroom window. To his surpyis, tl Ove Ch"m; :n Ly insides. Towas like 11“’?' turned to liquid.
over and yanked it open, letting in a blast of ‘«i:)ld "f:'u..;d h;l]ill‘:-[ltifq wh“; [ was hoping you’d say. ;
well as the steady patterof the sleet and loud traffie ‘-u g i h:ﬂti-u:n he told me what he plamw(i toclor: A3nck whint
from Bleecker Street below. The acoustic intc;:‘m“mh :\"dlml from me. .

§ hopad; visildonsake i havd Toi ahyone IiSlcnin re;-eucc! e m:clf :w world; which had alrecady been upside down,
conversation to hear what we were saying, $ o pet .'.r one more tme.
T I]ip;n:{l ove [ have been trying to find a wormhole to get
pelix and 11 mainframe for ages,” he said.

‘What are you doing?’ he asked me curioyg]y, He |
- 3 - - J* “: ‘,1(1 ) |
raise his voice a little to be heard over the traffic Ui = grark’s corpo! ate '
/ s 't been able to. Their firewall is that good.
loor, I think we're going to have 1o try

{ we h;n-’lf“
yi.” Christopher had stopped

ad ol & hack ¢

swrough the [ront doc . ped
arded me seriously. ‘Do you think you could

| password for someonc who works at
high up would be best, but at

I waved my hand around my head. ‘Did
ol : ' CVEr oceyp
to ‘Bu

vou,' I asked, ‘that they could be listening?
‘ ? P B ,:E” il't_\';ll.3

soing 11 il
;uiling and reg
s  username an
prises? Someonce
ake anyone . ..

Christopher stared at me. ‘Who could?
Stark,” Iwhispered. My heart gave a liude thuny |
as

I said it. Not so much because of the u

said ot so much because of the thought of Star; L
Srark Lnter
(his point we'll t

listening to us, but because Christopher was looking «

me.... really looking at me, like he was actually secing me
[just stared al him.
 he wanted from me? A lousy uscrname

for the first time.
Only, of course, he wasn’t. | This was whe
Christopher laughed. ‘Stark? Here? Are you scrious?’

[was dead serious. But of course, T couldn’t tell him that.

and passwm‘(!?
It so figured. Why was T even surprised? T mean, the
REHE A i aw had a picture of a dead girl on his bookshelf. Not a
amllone, either, but an cight by ten glossy, with eyes that

Christopher, you shouldn’t underestimate them,’ Isaid
followed you everywhere you went.

mstead, “They . ., they know things.’
e I:illg]lf:d some more. ‘You're ])Ell':l!l(li(l.’ Great. Now [ was S[Ell‘li!lg LO gt‘l iLt;llL)ll:-_: of ,r;{]'_\‘;-f}f_'
Christopher,” 1 said, shaking my head. “What you're

i’\ LTI T pioa . ; % .
faybe,” T said, going back (o my perch on his bed
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Civs crazys I mean . oowhatare

You ¢
1P " Buyg

(alking about - -

g;oinq‘t:u do once you get into their systen

" He looked surprised.

“Take it down,” he said in a [What else? 1one of vojge

Take it down. Like it should be so obvious, Also l;kc ‘
it

tlegs > s T :
would be that casy. Like he was Robin Hood, ang Sy
B~ : i : “lark
was a coach full of gold he was going to yq),

Enterpriscs
.. childish?” I pushed some of

‘fsn’t that a litde..

I my carsas tried to figure out how to phrase wh

: i ; : : i at]

o say next without offending him. ‘I mea :
an, Ok

h aip

behing
was going t

yeah, so theirsystem goes down fora few hours. You’ll iy
dhe

some Stark cellphone owners mad, whatever. Maybe vou'l

get on Google News. But ... what’s the point? Just to shoy
you can? Your computer is bigger than their computer? B

H - blg

deal.

‘No, no,” Christopher interrupted, shaking his head

il

You don’t understand. I mean, the point is to take it down

T take Stark Enterprises down. Forever)”
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g o —

Ten

i would have been obvious o anyone looking at me as |
saggﬁf"‘d into school on .1\'10:1'11;1}- morning just before
e late pell rang, a cup of tea clutched in one hand, and
my afarc J
Air in the other,

ooked particularly heinous. I'd tossed and turned

acobs tote full of overdue assignments and my

e that 1 hadn’t had a good wecekend. |
know I

all nights 1

e hogging my Frette sheets and duvet, but because the

P A = 4 ol
oo Ver x Ny T e 3N o

aay UM ]lopt‘:]u,s,l}v in love with? Yeah, well, ie’s in love

hr I

mnable to sleep not just because Lulu Colling

100,
Only not wi
o with a dead airl.

Oh, and did 1 mention that he plans to obliterate the

company Iy
Not, of coursc,
interprises. But 1 didnw’t want to destroy ity

of Stark I
necessarily. After ally I actually liked a few people who

th McKayla Donofrio, it turns out. He's in

lov

vork for? Yeah.
that I myself was all that enamoured

worked there.

Not that Christopher had been kind enough to share
with me yesterday the details of what he and his cousin
Felix intended to do once they'd gotten the information
they need. Why would he tell me? Twas just some bubble-
headed model.

He hadn’t put it that way, ol course. But it was clear he
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e

oo and that Twas ‘better of
1 1 ‘understand’ an er off
i nink TdT Y Ny
didn't th
!\'rm\s‘i":‘a"'

Of course: I¥
anc

et him.
.en any pretence in my reaeg
been any | Ny reaciig,

(rt of that was my own fault for Pretend;;
: g i

| the simplest things about compuy
Crg

not 0 underst
enld first 1

wi
But there ha

dn’t
that he was going Lo take down %l‘ll
Starl

is satement

to h e

Enterpriscs: [ couldn’t help myscll. T'd been honeg,

porrificd. 1°d blurted out the first thing that sprang illt;,
L why?

my mind, and that was, ‘But .
Christopher had just smiled in an enigmatic way gy
said, ‘T have 1
[ hadn't missed tl

(ant, towards my photo.
Great. Just great: [t was perfectly obvious now whag

was going
before me, had caused another once . . . in this

W reasons.’
cweav his oaze hi P g
je way his gaze had flicked, just for 4,

ins
on. My death, like the deaths of so many trae
J J ‘b]C
heroines
case the death of Christopher, only on the inside. His hear
 had died, and where fun, joyful Christopher used to be -
the Christopher I had loved, the Christopher with whom
I'd played so many rounds of Journgyquest, the Christopher
i T :
whom I'd longed to notice me as not just a gal pal, but as a
girl - stood an evil supervillain.
Ve he P N RGNS ) e \ \
Why had I been so surprised? It happened all the timein
comic books. Christopher was i i
[' .JUfJLS. Christopher was now going to use his powers
or evil instes in order f
] istead of good in order to avenge my death. What
other explanation could there be?
Just 1o be sure, I’d as : - ‘
¢ sure, I'd asked, ‘Well, is one of the reasons

what hapnene "
ppened 1o your friend who died at that St

112

Me
t!'ll! I
e Wit

and said,
plasm? sere
i assault fro

com

are? Because I'm preuy sure
g;l.\l“”‘ 1 Y sure that was the fault of
. - g ;
“.0[‘:5ILI
standing under)”
had looked at i
: me witho
ut (;\'p“. st
. 255100

- who shot that paintball ;
all at the plass
s plasma sereen

Chrismplu::-
and who was responsible for .
' ‘ or making suye

- sSute lhil‘

en was sccured well enough o the ceiling (h:
m a paintball attack wouldw’ c:u;g%.‘ mt_
¢ crashing down?’ s¢ it to
el Srark,” I'd said. ‘But—'

Grark has L0 be held accountable for what it did?

Oh my

But also,
H ’ 2T - ) ? ) ;
g"-] wouldn’t-want a guy 1o go on a wild computer-

God! I couldn’t believe how upsetting this was
[~ - < .
in a way, how kind of hot it was. 1 mean
e 12 3

wlz:u
hacking

irrcsponsihlc
was basically holding her in corporate slavery 1o it, and

rampage against a majorly environmentally

corporation, just for her? Especially one that
- <

which had just the day before almost made her get caten by

sharks.
The only problem was, he wasn't doing 1t for me. Well,

I mean, he was, but he didn’t know it. Because he thought

Em Watts was dead.
And now more than cver, 1 couldn’t tell him [ wasn’t.

Because it was obvious he’d completely lost it. Who knew
what he'd do if he knew the truth? In seconds he might spill
itall over the blogosphere, in order to get his ‘revenge’ on
Stark.

And where would that leave me? And my parents? In
b“"kl'llptcy court, that’s where. Oh, sure, Stark would go

I!U‘.',ru_
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*,

But so would the Watts family.

o |1y bocause of the whole still-wanting-to-kiss-him ".
It was bad cnough C: wistopher had beey, doin,, , gspectt \
crazy virus programming and Stark probal)y, 1-' Wi, (hing 0 s0 Very definitely not wanting 1o kiss me. \
given that they were bugging his place, and l!‘tci‘*jlc-;.- i, And hli- w'w; in love with a dead girl, \
sitting in his aparument. I just couldn’t beliey _L Wiy, igcc;n:svtl‘;mw what I did or said after that. Somchow 1'd
was happening. Christopher, my sweet, funpy l,c;“}' f]ri!  don l'_ I in his front hallway, jamming my arms back ‘,I
Christopher, had turncd into this dark, C}’Ili‘c;l] L: fitieyg found lj‘;::handsui‘i“g Cosy back up into hers. It shames
for global justice? Since when? U5y into I"}_q\' [ think there might have been some more of
‘Do you really think,” I'd said, trying 1o fig me 103

.ars in My cyes . ..
ure nshed tears :
o ilu'.',' lilo:“_ uns

- »
: hat your ftiey put [ don't L
- Em, I think you said her name was — would wang? | p, 4 of course i
= Liy

wnted and risk the jobs of all the people Tworked
¢ We ol

I was going 1o handle this, ‘that this is v Jink he noticed. ['his time.

Jow I had to decide . . . did I give him
an, An

) sy o arresy, like what h
Py o . . ", » - - - - % i g ] %) .. )
vour cousin. Orwor se, actual jail ume, 1f youre trieqd asay

what if you get caught? You could get house A, g
L pretty much daily basis (if what he and Felix
“ ] & /
“..I[i] ol

o planned we . oo gk
had § es? T loved Christopher, and T don’t think

ot sicceed, which, let’s face it . . . what
selisli re to succeed, ;

‘I don’t care,” Christopher had said, shaking his he

re the chanc
‘I'd be worth it

% s nvthing he couldn’t do if he set his mind to it. But
¢5ati) 4

ther
pring down & baz - ;

) is. or whatever he was planning? Let’s get
o

A chill had gone up my spine. It was obvious new tha
Christopher’s transformation was a hundred per ey

illion dollar corporation like Stark with
4 computer virt
ever 5o slightly real): > e |

Or did I blow him offand try to find Steven’s mom some

complete. All that was missing was his black cape and 5
jagged facial scar.
LAY/ s T . : s e ¥ .
You'd risk possible incarceration,” I'd  asked in

other way?
astonishment, “for a dead girl?’

Plus the whole thing about getting him to likc me as
. , - v ¥ . T Loy i
His next words had rocked my world to its core: [ was now, in Nikki Floward’s body. Because when I was

‘Shie was worth it," he'd said simply. standing there in the hallway, trying not to let him see how

IFT could have picked up a knife and jammed it in Em freaked [ was, he was definitely giving off a Lets-get-the-
Fa o To 5L T . - . o = ; ~ o e -
Waltts's heart ughl then, I would }mw, I hated her so much prtll}'-gu'l-uut-oi-hc1‘(:-110\\'-3lncc—:-,lxc’.s-llm-(.mlghmg-up-
a . i . - . . g .
at that moment. Never mind that BEm Watts was me. | the-infoawe-need vibe.

couldn’t Jopl

at her picture a second longer. I'd had to gt
out, 'd |

Oh, he'd been polite enough. He'd given me that
i . O .
410 get out of Christopher’s lair slash bedroom.

umbrella he’d promised and everything.
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. hadn’t exactly begged me (o stick ..
But he 'm’“lz(]
Oy

anything.

Was it any wonder I'd been up all nigh? And 11-1([ :
. ; oy,
t

i & g s
sero studying for finals:

As soon as I got to Tribeca Alternative, | \"“I"-’c1-c<l-

prior to encountering Christopher if) first Perigg i’ul;];t
Speaking. I had no idea wijat [ w.af-; going to say him, by
[ knew I'd feel more confident if I had some lipglose on
The merits of lipgloss had long been praised by my Sislur.
but ignored by me, until professional make-up artisgs ha(;
started slathering it on me cvery day, and I saw the resuly,
in the mirror and the pages of the magazines Nikki’g face

routinely graces. It could really boost a girl’s sclf—cstecm

and anyone who thought otherwise had never (rjeq i\'ar;
Triple X.

It was funny that as I was thinking this my sister came
barrelling out of the ladies’ room and crashed right ingo
me.

‘Em - I mean, Nikki!” she cried, as hot (ea sloshed oy
of the cardboard cup I was holding, and all over the floor
beside us. ‘Oops! Oh no, I'm so sorry?’

Her friends - Frida rarely travelled without a pack of
fellow junior varsity cheerleaders around her - all stared
at me owlishly. Lven though I’d been going to Tribeca
Alternative (in my current incarnation) for almost two
months now, the student body still hadn’t gotten used to

seemgme around the halls, and I was the recipient of a lot

16

[ll

]1

wven the oceasional eane:
and even t ab cateall, though |

q \'-'ki“g ol o M ety 1 : a4

& | ynong the moreconservative dressers the re. Belly,

. \T; - . \

wh-‘b " nd thong baring ensembles wereny tolerated by

el & , . . \

e Jistration, but that didn’t rule out the occasional
1=

A4dm

i
ghe I’ flash of tanned flesh from Whitney Roberison

gedentd s :
cceidt k. I, however, kept what 1 had £0mg on strictly
SR LT \

.lnl‘ h(

ps.-Of course; it would be no secret after New

o W ; ‘ :

4% hanks to the Stark Angel fashion show.

. p, thanks e o |

o » | said to Frida, ‘thanks.” 1 was being sarcastic
spleys 13 ; | -
ilt.?l tea, which had burned my hand. 1 wiped it on

¢ the e

abott
wmper!

,Jempe : o

: jdn’t show the resulting stain.

1

ad I bumped into you. We really need to talk,’
[

ey Lop; which was i'orlunatcly dark blue and
m ,

wol |
T'm $0 8 ; i and deans o e
4 said, grabbing my arm and dragging me into the
I.'r[( HEEL
00m $ :
pathro s e 2. chait et NEk op g e
called to her i iends. ‘I gotta chat with Nik for a sec.
¢ G

he'd just vacated. “You guys go on without me,’
sh - friends would be so impressed

k. Nice one. Iler friends 1be sed.
Nik. ! i i o
Fortunately the ladics” room was cmpty, as Frida
or ¥ ' . Ly

rained after a quick stall check.
ascelte il g T, R Sy
‘ ‘How could you run off like that vyesterday? she

Tow ¢ A “:
emanded, dropping my arm as well as the polite tone
demi : R S o PP N PO Pt
wed adopted in the hallway in front of her friends. “Mom
she'd €

4 I were so worried about you. And then yvou wouldn’t
an . /

; Aot
return any of our calls. ;
[just blinked at her. This was too much for me to handle

s carly in the morning on basically zero sleep and no
‘ “ alfpy T At \"
affeine. Not that 1 ever got to have much calteine anyway,
PE Nikki’s acid reflux diet

since I found out iU’s forbidden on Nikki’s acid reflux

: R A e ; » side of the
(which she’d fortunately kept taped to the sic
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BV

refrigerator). One cup a day was all she coylq hang
discovered, or it was reflux city e, Iy
‘] was having a really bad day” Isaid. Thig wasy’y .
cood explanation, 1 knew. But it was all T hyg, ey
" and vou left that big bag of presents for ugp Fridg .
on. ‘Just left it, without saying ;m}"[hi“g!’ e

“Those were for you guys to open when e all go,
Grandma’s,” I said. I didn’t want to think aboy, n:}e ﬁm
I.>rcs:;:nt-i'cszs we used to have down in Florida, the i't-q;!fi
for-all of gift wrap and dreidels and chocolate Bz 1:,.

never experience any of that again, I knew. A

I fnoww, Frida said. “That was so nice of you , |, *

[ knew she’d already shaken the clislinciivcl}* Wrappeq
robin’s-egg-blue box I'd gotten her, and figured out l;:-
now it contained exactly what she’s always wanteqd | o
something all her friends here at Tribeca Alternative l!ad:
but that our parents could never afford to get her ., 5 [)I!i[l‘
of diamond stud carrings.

‘Look,” I said uncomfortably. I didn’t like thinking aboy
how she was going to be opening that box down in Florida
without me being there to see her expression when she
did. °T have to go. The bell’s going to ring and 1 haven't
even been to my locker yet.”

"No, I'rida said, reaching to grab my wrist again. But
this time not the one holding the tea. ‘Nikki, Mom and Dad
and Italked, That’s why we kept calling you. Mom didn't
think vou’d be so upset about not going to Grandma’s. She
thought you’d be going somewhere fabulous like Paris or

whatever and wouldn’t care—?

118

gt

fact that

gﬁllc . s
4We're going to be late to ¢

Vv h;‘[\-’(: Lok

i

peach ¢

Free!
Frida jumpcd, but w

get guing,’ I said. T didn’t want 1o hear
Lo say they'd decided to have some kind

PP as gOINS ; ome
she ‘-“ -'r;lnmS-I‘lm“‘kk“h party here in the city for me
ane C'hf ;,.-';\'C- with a gift exchange and hot cider and a
1:1‘-[.““" th ‘_}}1 Z.!”.,‘;, mas Story or something,
Lowing o 't going 1o be the same without Grandma and
’ put’ wﬂ::d chr stupid frozen bagels. Which 1 couldn’t

his dumb body.

L int
ay, 10 Yoo . S
L ow that We know you're going to be around,
) L = -~
s B change the whole thing, Frida went

18 Florida this year. We're going 1o

RS { T =) . &
we s .kippll
'l’ '?: b h . e . )
ol ‘Wers the City, and Gran’s agreed to fly up! So
e in the G5 .
gt here over, We can say you're my friend from
A ome ovel
n (,{)Ii
vou ¢
<choo! | said. T did not want to hear this.
I T 55 * ' _ .y
frees Nik. T know it won’t be the same, but itll
Come OMy =377 . ; 2 B
Co Graw's even execited about coming to the city in
v fihs SR Or we U e : Mere
pe v 1 vou know how hard it is to get her to come here
< ar ANC
wintChy 1 .
henit’s cold—

Thether because of the bell or the

e Y
r'd shouted at her, 1 dido't know. In any case, I'd

- attention.
n her attentic S A
ass. We'll discuss it later,

OK” | =
looking hurt. “But, jeez 1

thought you'd be happy. 1L me
to cheerleading camp so 1 could stick

‘OK,” Frida grumbled,

R, T ¥
an, 1 agreed to give up gong
around here in the

dity and be with you.’
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Y.l

. ol T didn’t want my tea any more. oo p
.Sudrlcnl} I didn’t - i 4 Y more, (..liﬂ:inc fi
— e I"'In(; A . < .._.
not. | rhunpud the entire Unnginto a nearby trash N,

Y s e Can .
made my way out of the ladies’ room. Vang
“That doesn’t make me happy, Frida,’ | hisseq
; . Aoy,
from between gritted teceth as she trotted hey

e L
along h"l‘ilul

{ want vou to do what you want, not whay You thy !
g Y n : l

me.
want.”

But Tam doing what Iwant,” Frida said, ‘1 really Wany
come o your party.’ K

I staggered to a halt and whirled round (o fy¢, he
even as the last of the latecomers were "Unning basr;
us, trying 1o get 1o class before tardy slips were givey
out.

“Wait a minute.” I stared down at her. ‘Did yoy Weasg|
out of going to Florida just so you could come (o Lulyg
party?” It would totally be like her to have done this. Frig,
was so obsessed with glitz and glamour;, she’d gnaw he,
own arm off in exchange for a chance to brush up with the
right celebrity.

Frida’s blush revealed the truth before she could say a
word. ‘No, not exactly,” she said.

I threw my hands into the air in exasperation and
turned around again to head back to class. I was done.

‘What?” Frida trailed after me, thought you'd be
happy! I mean, you looked so sad yesterday! Now you'll
have Mom and me to hang out with—

You're incredible,’ | saj
: redible,’ T said, “Yan L
¢, 1said. You know, Frida, yesterday |

S ing through terrible weather, not
to mention risking getting Mom magd

went out of my way, s
y way, slogg

at me, to stick up for
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s YOU WEre SO adamant about going to that
oSt B
all bedt \nd s 5001 a5 You got a better invitation, you

ol
N .
: What happened to your being such an

¢ L‘;ll“p
get
d Ay drop

TS | part of the

pud it .
team? What happened to you being the

st
inteh
bkl

lr'-‘-"c? ong beside me, her mouth opening
[ri¢
Ck}sl“g

ied al
, hurric i :
a | like @ gol(lhsh. She was trying, 1 knew,
and an cxcuse for her behaviour. But therve
4 " l; QO i
Ihl“

hing she could say, because there was no
poth

[{3]
wits
cﬁcusc'

lI k no“'

yoizs
id. ‘But you're
[ satd

pecaust

out of 1t e

. things t s bl of

some thins for your tcammates. Did you ever think of
¢ tor

y think you're doing me this big favour,
\,0‘ . . e -
i not actually doing 1t for me, arc you?
sve the one who's really getting something
yvou ?
well, I've . i
are more important than parties. Such

got news for you, Free. There are

. "l'
s being the

3 - ' b} = . l .(‘
i el when they find out you've ditche
hey're going to feel

o you can party with Nikki Howard and Lulu
m SO Y <

them S

Collins?’

/ e - Public Speaking
Id rC'lCth the classroom where my Public Spe g

lass was held and turned at the doorway to glare down at
class Wt 3

her, Frida’s cyes were filled with angry‘ Lcar:w,. :
1 !hougl:f.Iv.vas being there for my sister, she s-,fu( .. o
“Yeah, T said. “Well, funny how you' onhj wmu‘st )L\
vou have a sister when you want something, like somceonc

i o or an invitation to
1o side with you against your mother or an mvitatiol

. ok e Lo ko

2 kick-ass loft party. Which you’re not invited to, by tl
"“Ia}’-’ \?
i ser called, “Ms Howard:

[stormed past her just as Mr Greer called, ‘Ms Howa
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P

i

N

Are vou joining us today? Or are you going 1o gl
Are you : ‘ =

ing?’ Oy -
(he halhway, chatungs W,

Sorry.” | muttered. I sailed into the CI&SSI'()("“
| : ill]d =
slig

into my scat ...
which just happened to be in front of Cpy,

istop|
. ' .
T'his was so not shaping up to be my kind of er,

(IZ].Y'

Lileven

. oher was actually awake, for onee. -
C:imsle i s nee, and greeted e
ha smile.

it .
“ s it going?” he asked.

uI.In“r ;
(Oh,’ 1 began: telling myself, Don’t you daze smile back, I

I ! ] v LI
o matter hotw m uch you might want to because of hows

; H:’IH’} / : :
) Hnd hat fat-suily dﬂﬂ_ﬂ' h}.}(uf.f !rftf.f evil!

o love b -
i sn’l like . - And even
ke’ nols he doesn’t like you! Well, he does, but yos the real yoy
L 3 ' =
The dead you.

And that’s just wiong. And so is what he

much

and his cousin
ant fo do.

Right?

But before 1 had a chance to say anvthing more to
Christopher, Whitney Robertson, who was sitting one desk
aver, leaned forward and whispered, ‘Oh my God, is that
op Temperley? IUs so nice.”

How was your weekend? Whitney's henchwoman,
Lindsey Jacobs, scated in the row beside hers, was also
leaning forward cagerly. ‘T saw online that you were in
§t John with Brandon Stark.” There were photos of our
trip online? Great. 16 there were any of Brandon and
me making out, I was going to murder someone. “That
must have been incredible! T would give anvthing to
gtout of here for a couple of days, the weather’s been

9 miserable. And with Brandon Stark! He's so hot.

123



How could you evel

1 stand to come back? g b 1 oo it Bl poa T s paitaciie: 1 ymu
: ek = v A y - -
- mysell. g Wl en 1o like YO why don’t you try being yourselt?
| . . Ste _ i .
She had no et wlt hatt you've ahways told me, remember? 1o just be
i -Greers «d snide. So s e WU 1 sver worked. Well, i o
Ladics.” Mr Greet sounded snide. ‘So sorry it Pt ot that °d ever worked, Well, it had, of course.
- . S u s ¢y wells . : . ]
But some ol you might recall that iCs the lagg weel M, myt {with Clhristopher.
row Bl ] “ “CK of g
semester, and we're finishing up our final thy iy just
; L
oral |

vour grade, be

yresentations, which will count as three an
Sfore winter break.’

JI° jd have worked on my homework alter dinner, 1
Ty, | co¥
;u'icl}; of

butt somehow |
I couldn’t help groaning inwardly. 1 was ¢
‘ < Compleg

d ended up on the couch between
.-.uplmst~ g 1
‘.1 el and Tult
Stevt

1, while he told her (alter she'd prompred

unprepared for this. It was going to be my tupy !
‘ U ,.

ive

my present Sive

as radio man on the sub on which he
ation sometime soon, and Thadn’t hag

asee * And then when I'd lt':lcl;i !‘(: .t;m:'ak uﬁ: to work, Lulu had
1o work on it. When I'd got home [rom Christophers (]J::d _"'ﬂ“.ctl uu:_.cl(:zlrl}-' aching for a little girl talk, asking over
night, I'd been astonished to [ind Lulu home insteaq t;l‘ - Tn J over again, ‘But . . . do you rcally think he likes me?”
partying with her friends, and in the kitchen making ':’1:1 S
things, coq au vin, & ofall

| Do you think he'd mind il tomorrow 1 bought him a
;{I'I.[ .

1nee I d never seen ll ;! an '[l
ad [64] C 001\ any o

qLaluy I'd said to he
complicated the ot e | s
phe: i microwave popeorn, Id been sure iy

r, ‘you just met him. Why do you like
. P 1]
Jiim s0 much alre ady:

was suffering some ki PeRiEliats ighe
‘ suffering some kind of stroke and had almost calleg Lulu sighed
for an ambulance.

and snuggled down into the pillows beside

me. ‘Because he's just SO .. amazing.”
. But it hadn’t been a breakdown. Lulu had been cooking So fa, the ey
for Nikki’s brother Steven, whom she’d sent out in Sl:'li'l‘lil

amazing thing I'd seen aboul Nikki’s
o prother Steven w
of ‘a really erunchy Frence
vreally erunchy French baguette’ to go with the meal
she was preparing. ‘

as that he'd volunteered to wash all the
really big pots Lulu had used making the coq au v

dn’t fit into the dishwasher
had been going

ones that wot

in, the
T wa our br i
nt your brother to think I can cook,” Lulu had

and that Lulu
informed me wi ’
: 1en I'd asked her wha b i
asked her what the heck was gomg

(o leave for Katerina to wash when she got

o, s, i w the loft in the morning.
- Yo, waity maybe I don’t. Wai :
ay don’t. Wait, which do you think he'd

etk cut But T had to admit
Riscuter a el v ¢ P
S »a girlwho lied and tried to cook just for him
aurlw g ) _ X §
I} rlwho really knows how to cook?’
) :

for a guy, that was pretty
amazing.

g ik ¢ Suill, if Td used our girl chat time to do my homewor
aweary look and said, ‘Lulu. Il tell you
194

k

instead of listening to how amazing Steven [Toward was,



“\.\.
I'd probably have felt a lot less like thrm\-ing up ¢}
' * - v Nl % > (HT
the next morning, when I saw Nr Greep ”ipl)illq i iy
& “.( ;
his rostern gy,

S, if we could get straight to business,* Ay, Greey
T'd like tocallon .. ey saig

Not me. 1 prayed. Not me, not me, not me, ang T 0
frame and study till midnight every night this weef, ity

‘... Christopher Maloncy.”

Christopher got up and went to the frong of the e
noticed with some chagrin that Twasn’t the only gir| iy, L-|].].|
whose head turned as he walked by. Christophe In@;.d?s
the past fewweceks had gone from preppy Polo shitg wh‘i:::
ason Klejy,
nng
the Walking Dead — to wearing his newly acquire

used to cause him to blend right in with the J

: SC -~ Whitney's bovfriend ; .
of the school hitney’s bovfriend and reigr King of

car | v
going to rip that tortoiseshell hairband right off her |

Jeather jacket indoors. McKayla Donofrio (I sw
tead,
and not even care how much hair I took with it) st
he went past her, and both Whitney and Lindse
shot up as well . .

areq as
v se Ve I)l'(_;\v;;;
. and not, as in the past. because they
were making fun of him, but because his I‘Qrm-ﬁl.lingjc;m;
didn’t leave much to the imagination.

2 ) G e ! e
And =" Mr Greer said from his desk when Christopher
reached the front of the room and

indicated he was
ready to begin.

Mr Greer timed all our speeches with
an oven timer. At Tribeca Alternative,

considered one of
Manhau

anm’s finest prep schools, things were
not high-tech - ‘Gor?
‘Stark ]

nothing if

D o P | o i
nterprises,” Christopher began, ‘is now the
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ok corporation, surpassing  even  the  oil
L AL A |
- | pulling in almost three hundred billion
sea R k-
Anies
p.l )
et
= LA S g
ars .
tf"“' 5 IWM!? Cl : ; - b
ol n Stark Interprises:

in to sink down in my scat.

wristopher’s three-minute final oral

. HERY
pration L
gt sell beg : '
Ly und of it he wasn’t about 1o say anything
; SO )

X ot that I had anything good to say about
S ANO C J -

ust slightly embarrassing that 1, the Face
" here in the classroom while a fellow
on a rant about my employer. 1 could feel
adent went rvously sliding towards me.
Jda g
e Baverprises; ;
Stat: e billion dollars a vear, and yet, with

4 profit 08

4ore than one
I — the

ot hold in America
i caverage America.
jghtosustain the average houschold in Ame

gazes ne ‘ ‘
= Christopher went on, ‘declares

yer seven ’ :
million employees = this country’s largest
average cmployce makes only Afteen
GstES> <« a vear before taxes for full-time work,
sand = o
houst
pardly enot
el emplovecs
oy S["-I'L cmpiol ] - . : ‘
g and then at such high premiums that
w0 VCE

they oftes

only reccive medical benefits alter
s of W()l'k, :
| have to supplement them with government
absidized health-care programmes. Esse nuallyz m:.my ﬂ:lll-
; ¢ Stark employces, who aren’t allowed l(? umon.w.c, find
hemselves depending on Medicaid to ;_m‘y for their ?uzuhh
care. Meanwhile, Robert Stark, Stark CEO and chairman,

catinely appears on the Forbes List of wealthiest people in

tn

the world, gencrally in the top ten, with a personal worth

of somewhere around forty billion.

Hearing this, several people began mutterg . . . and
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. - i

not just Lindscy and Whitney, whe “'I'isl“=f't=(l th
: i
Stark was worth a lot more than they !

.

II"“E;J
o u)l]g!u 'f:l']
what was coming next (if I (old them Iirandm

boyfriend): they were going to wan, 10 kngy, it Iy
P cﬁu'd L,
=4y

N,
\'.’[_l,-nl

them his cell number

Eyietiag S past twenty vears,” Ohypic
During the past t i y (.hus_-lopfk,l. =

. A n .,

‘it’s been illustrated again and again hyy, whil, oy
o 2 - i ‘"I u

5 stark Meoactoroe o e I
surface Stark :\h.g(!.‘»lﬂl(..\ seem (o Provide Conyey,: ;

and low prices to the consumer — and Sgapl; By

receives tax incentives for buif(lfn:; their Storeg ;

> .
. _ _ 5 Ay,
towns = that convenicnce comes with a cog Treand g :‘
sty _ Iy
cost to the communities in w hich these Megastores Ppegy
WIPE out oy, Olingg
and dop’y sell

exclusively iy Chin

may prove irreparable, since they

businesses that didn’y get tax brealks %,
C ]Lfgp,

& 50 they
prices. T,
nto ghogg v
are forced (o close,

knock-off products made
can’t compete with Stark’s rock-bottom
megastores turn whole communitics
as locally owned businesses And i,

suffers because of this? We do, the taxpayers, when g

ales
and cities then have 1o finance downtown rcvit::iizaliun
programmes, which usually [ajl,

everyone to shop

since ji’s casier for
at Stark, where the parking is mop,
convenien.’

I Tooked around 1o gee how

people were reacting
to all thjs, Normally, (his ¢

arly in the morning, most of
the class would have heey aslee

p- including Mr Greer,
who haq

a bad habj of tlozing

through his studengs’ oral
Presentations,

I . iy A LT . -
Buty cirdly, ey Cryone was wicde awake, and paying total

(entt?

ante

wid

et

i __““c

< Ly s fed into his
her This, of course, only fed i
‘hristop :
Chris
nto

wvery step of the
s down by outsourcing every stey ! :
iy ixn il ke he continued.
ook keeps (. (o the American wor Ler hec . r
o e cr Stark is launching after
yaying notl L, this computel Stark is laune _1., .
i S ) H . e ] 3
. I‘Sl““'k Quat™ eption. Not a single person invo !
. . mue .xc - . : ; ‘ & '\!1(
aat; 5 110 € > § country.
New Yean « of it was employed in thi y
-,!ct'[lll-
anul?
¢ e T . el
oYY i ranged
B this Chrisumas, Stark has arrang
for one this

ith the only available copies

i schold will
i ; crican houschold
3 cvery Ameri
b kid in
ks
o Bt ing
amo¥ 0me W
- clan arks to ¢ : o p
) g yis ion of the Journeyquest RPG, and
‘ crs ;

o i, N : here could have
o~ lower in my chair. No onc here L e
I . even low )  vivalion Now T,
Lo .reial, which had gone vira :

B ee inking around on a Qua
nliSSL( Ll\, I'I(}\\’m.d phn ulb z

ine INIKKI <

OEi 1L
‘:!IU“HI:} " na
ghoard o5t ii -shaped pool. The
jeghoard 1° l.brand bikini in a laptop-shaped | —
o i Starkob oof. You couldn’t
g proo!" (well, splashproof. You ,
aler ! i N
5 in water, as I discovered when
em ater,

o £ - i 1 !i()t!lll E 0 a
l: on h.( 2

ralt in
Quarks arc

e | (U dl‘()]) th i = .i-.i -01'(;0'101.11'5-
et Ily did just that), and comc ina variety

identally ¢ ;

|dcnl‘] ’

‘ed bikini to match
. Nikkiin a different coloured bikini to mu
e PG »in, while a boppy
b f the colours the computers come m, & Y
" 25 - There’s 1ention, ¢
e in the background. There’s non
cock tune plays in the backg : l il
of how technically useful the laptops
course, (
wilre 1 SLLY. ‘
that they're pretuy . | e
of like Nikki ¥ ‘calized when g
Kind of like Nikki Howard, I rea

Wi W ol G ol '! 1Cs I (9] o i o l ikt \\lil\ L‘ll
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7 wh oy 2 3 el

ancient Rome,” Christopher continyeg
“hScemj

n v]‘.

4§ ¥ =0y,

J I v ._.,.hum‘( ; Mg,

o gt T el vthe fify ng,

itself in a similar situation, with il .lh Centiyyyp

aps Yoy,

Psing eeon g

a socic I‘ dL})Ln‘I(- nt onimm worle (3018 - n“‘ -
1 .
. ! ("(I -,Ul]d‘, Wwe ‘ '“T i

of the uncomfortable atmosphey
: e

humming the Quark jingle, “whicl, i

haye Lol

I ich, Othe
e N ~ . < cont. L :
insancly rich off our laziness, our refusy) s Seuyy,
‘ ) i sal eve i
our music at a music store. | Nl
SiC ¢ 5, books at a | 8o

: 200kstor

Slore

woducers again, ; : 3 ;
producers again, and stop consuming so 1y, “Con
L B !n:

eople like Robert Stark are oo
peoj bert Stark are go;ng Mwig,

hll‘.'
H ﬁ}[}(] a '
store, bee. 2

‘“!S(: il’i
ace. Som,
VINg 4 o,
i . » Made ovey '

N & of Tl Ll .y N ' CI “ :
discount price = even if the quality is sub-g; ;.

grocery store, and clothes at a clothing
m‘orc convenient to buy all these thinn:in :

of us are so lazy, we'd rather was(e ibs:il [ (-)]m: p!
miles 1o get all of them in one _.;“”.L,- HESer
as a

andard - thay

buy products in a few local stores which
25y ITES L) - .
were made i g,

good old USA. Let?
\. Let’s take a moment to think abou v
SRl whgy,
s we live in, ¢ )
(0 the: Amertsn. st » NOU 10 menyj
the American spirit murdering the s

this is doing to the communitie

- m. Becaus
g « Because ()
-Ill ogress, is the true legacy of Stark: murder,’ .
Bl gacy ark: ‘der,

Iere was a moment of silence

S L B - as what Chris
had said sunk in, during at C hristopher

i g z
with his ocean-b) Whichile simply looked out at s
L an- n B e, NG .
- ue cyes. Not just out at us in general, |
alized after a feyw . : cral,
_ seconds, but out at 1
dircetly ay i : N AR E. 1 & jeseie
Yatme, like I was there i o
s there in the ¢
— ; ¢ room as some ki
reSSCiitailie SR om as some kind of
ha

‘\Jhi{:h '[ i il L4 0O I
n” I]![ l('{ h”- b
f = N ](_.dll f IJ'\. CO g
Y ’ " Wias

ho ne i

ceded convinei 9 i
s meing of Stark’s evilness.
; 1ad done to me.

mean, sure, they I

the last person v

Look whay they
ad saved my [ife
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d me completely to give it up Loo,

a1 i - :

e I we that matier [ couldn’t even spend the
L ays Uik

Give me a break.

amily. '
agreed with every pomnt

letely
p about Srark in his speech. But
? Quit because my boss

. IT“T:‘L with my f
I:ulul.l}' Ok, [ comp

_.\.m ,wl'.l)l't'lll.ghl. u
(:h”s“-]ll he (;}C[]l!(l! me 1O
h:dmri!? Yeah, W(:H,. 1
. o | could mcntmf
oice but 10 sit up

right back at him.

do about it
couldn’t quit.

1 this in front of everyonce.
straighter in my scat, fold

Not the
Even though of

[ had 0O ch
and stare
used me 1o have to look
ay I'd so foolishly thought

at thosc lips

Joing §O ¢4

those 1ps the
pse Lo finally br

it yesterd
again -i- ¢l ushing mine. Istill wanted them
jght be ¢
:'p,v[)lf.‘i[] erate

| was smiling |
wer on Mr Greer
ew other people in the
just kept staring at me, cool as an iced

1w
sitterly 1o mysell about this when the

. s desk went off, and 1 jumped,
i room. Fveryone except
45 did @ [ '

Clistophets who
mocha latte.

Then son
ick up. Was there nothing she’d
attention? — started to clap. A few seconds

eone — McKayla Donofrio. Of course. That
stoop to in order to get

Christopher’s
Lter, more than half the class was applauding. Like they
ceally meant it too, not sarcastically like they sometimes
§id when someone did something stupid like drop their
wray in the cafeteria.

And Mr Greer was going, ‘Excellent work, Christopher.
Really excellent work. Strong, persuasive argument. L think

wrwent a little under three minutes, but Twon't take oft
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any points for that, because it was such ap tprg,
By Ve,

over vour last picce ol work. You ean take YOUr se.

. " LT )
Christopher went back towards his seqr. W

I didyy, s

woiit olances both Whitney and Lindsew =
the swilt glances bo — Lindsey, wiy, Wy

Ol h""‘-‘!llh-.,
ldn't believe how quickly Christopher in
I couldnt > ) P e

evered })\ them, Ity
ELR

nong the people applauding. gave him as he pa

: Hy

being a social pariah to almost
i they could sense how dead he was inside | Just like i
were. -.

And vet 2 part ol me refused 1o believe (:]"“i-"ll‘]lhpr
really was one of them, a member of the Walking l)":ui..l
Enew he couldn’t really be dead inside. Not the Christopl,,
I loved. He was, after all, only doing what he was doing g,
revenge . . . revenge for what happenced to me. Thag li:im
for revenge had made him blind to everything clse, like the
fact that Twasn't really dead . .. that T was sitting right in
front of him - turned in my seat to face him, as a matter of
fact, and saying, ‘Nice speech.’

Well, what else was 1 going 10 say? Evervone was
watching to sce how I was going to react. I had to play the
game.

Christopher nodded. “Thanks. Do you have that infor-
mation we talked about yesterday?’

‘Partolit, T said, and fished from the depths of my tote
bag the Social Security number I'd cadged from Stever
that morning. Islid it across his desk towards him. ‘Ul try
to get the rest of it soon.”

Lwasw't entively sure this was true — or how I was going

10 et 11 far b ok n . s
O get it for him if I did decide that’s what I was going 0
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(R it ready to sav 1 would'y help him when
vish Ak

i : e
kX 1 il a chance he mitehn find Mys owand,
Rt b i )
(et i there was chance that, by Weting i

vl whe = '
T mavbe <o, he migh stop ll'.umg e
:.mlu . '"I'L the ship ol paper and pat i i his ket
l'hl- l;“.;t 1s Mrp Greer was calling the name of his nest
: “ l: l'l,;um.mrl\_.' not me,
e I said up there, Christopher said, ‘s e,

-|'\-‘-:'\'1l‘i”'-"
| 1\\'.-
ot NI

s “'m'tlh' )
11 said, T'moaware of that.

still loyval o Robert Stk He was

purned., And he knew it

'Y('.\]l.
and ve
miling @ little.
. e e e something — something about we,
s like e
wil>

But how ¢

L }'tnl.l'l'L‘-
1 dido’t get what the smile was about, It

suld liey when the most fundiamentad thing of

Il continued 10 esCApe him completely?
1] C© =

4 iy

i don't have what you want, 1 said.

‘But you're going to get it lorme, Christopher said, He

o confident. Te had never been this confident when
Wiy +

were [riends. About anything. Itwas sexy . ... but also
we LY . r e & B, -

fitle frightening. ‘Right?’ |
‘Um, | said, just as Nikki’s cellphone, deep in my tote,
began to chime Barracuda’, letting me know I had atext
message, ‘Tl et you know.
MeKayla Donofrio, who'd been about to begin her three-
minute oral presentation on whatever ineredibly boring

i cdairy industry
wpic she'd chosen, no doubt about the dairy industry

i i : ared inomy
wnd its unfairness to the lactose intolerant, glared in my

direction.
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(0K, she said, ‘what’s with Fergic? Thays
whoever didn’t urn off their cell.” She said z;-} 2 ©0q)
from the dircction of her gaze, she clearly mcan:m.{‘rv l;,l‘
could extend some ME. Yoy

common courtesy, you know,’
igging through my tote. ‘Sor
. 1 ]}!’ 50.‘“.‘

Sorry,’ I said, d
found and turned off my cell.

But not before I saw the text from Rebecea

Rehearsal going on for Stark Angel show right noy,
written, Where are you???7? sshey

Tiwelve

et ,nunlhﬁ ago i you'd asked me what 1 thought Pd be
Thres

o during finals week, hanging out in my underwear at
1
- hion show with a bunchol the world’s top supermodels
PMRE = J ) ]
& 1d not have been high up on my list.
vou . . _ .
\ [ fact it wouldn’t have been anywhere on my \ist.
n i ¥ . ) J
\nd by hanging out 10 my underwear at a fashion show,

[ mcathy About 10 80 ou!lonsiage wn:ari.ng nothing qu! ;
fxcept that (hey didn’t call it underwear. They called it
fingerie- .

And it wasn't astagesitwasa runay.

Yeah. I was about Lo puhlicly humiliate mysell wearing
fuaver clothes than [ had ever worn in public in my lite,
including in the locker room at school, where 'd always
made sure O have on something that covered me from
ampits to mid thigh atall times, even (it was only a towel.
Forget about showering with my fellow students in Tribeca
Alternative’s prison-style showers — one nozzle for four to
dvgirlsat a time —1n the locker room. Ttwas impossible to
work up a sweat during what passed for physical education
class at TAHS, so there was no nced to shower, anyway.

Well, impossible for me, considering that, in the past,
whenever avolleyball or whatever came near me, Udalways
meke sure I stepped calmly away to avoid it.

SL‘ﬂj N erurpe T .
? No sweat. No need for a shower. Problem solved.
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- sared asil karmawas send:
Only now it appearce vassending p,

slacking off in PJ2 ¢ ;n;rc;:g

big power SeIve for all my i %
around in my underwear at the reg| dea ¥ oy
op

L1y

to p;u‘;tdc

Year's Eve (an event where I'd be humilialing iy
Yl s : - v B | 5 Vseli

front of a live audicnce of four hundred I’hﬂlm;r Ii in
SHaphy

Iy,

T " stylig

alists, cameramen, [ashionistas, designe

At directors and your everyday run-of-the-mi)) celely

) b,
5

such as Sting and John Mayer, and Variong ot}
celebutantes who'd have gathered at the Sgark linlcrprifl:r
Sound Studio in midtown for the occasion), bug hm-.m
endure several dress rehearsals, where I'd e h:llf-u:l:-:("
in front of assorted sound and camera people, ligh du:;
technical crew, stylists, and don’t let me forget my fellgy,
models.

One of whom = I think her name was Kelley — v
peering at me right now as we sat amid the crazinc,«;;
backstage, wardrobe assistants running around trying 1o
get us all sorted out and fitted with our wings and varioys
assigned bras and pantics and thongs so they'd know if
they'd ordered the right amount for the Big Night.

Are you worried, Nikki?* Kelley leaned over to ask me
ina thick southern accent. ‘Cos you look worricd.’

‘Uh~"Twas totally shocked that she was speaking tome.
No one had spoken to me all day, except [or the stylists, one
of whom warned me about my chi. In his opinion, it could
have used some realigning — ‘maybe a little.’

I'smiled queasily at her, [ really did think I was goingto
i.!&:zwc the chocolate-covered strawberries I'd Just scarfed
from the catering table, Why couldn’t I follow the advice

the .l be

!]'lll b
ot

\\']I:l
irow!
qudio lights,

A
completely

 forbidden foods on the refrigerator back in
¢ list aPt We was definitely onit.

shel” Kelley said. She had huge brown eyes,
! er by the liquid liner around them.

and you can’t see, just feel

2 Chocok:

look even larg
ret to be too much
: ¢ feet. If all you touch is air, don’t

with you :
“I'hat means you're at the end of the

p off into thin air. You know

slage
foot down.
ou don’t want to ste : .
hen.” She made a splatting noisc.

cassure me. If anything, 1 felt more like
ass )

[ was going Lo be so blinded by the
¢ end of the runway?

oul
ity
¢ happens t

B
Ihis didn’t 1
o up than ever: 3
s, [ was going to walk off'th
entioned this to me before. T was alrcady

ad m
. ne hdd . A : e
e on the six-inch platform Louboutins

unsteady
3 L
't handed me. My sassy catwalk strut? It wasn't all
they d 1 <
iat sassyy it turned oul.
LM CH )
put | said, ‘Great, thanks,” anyway, to be nice.
‘Gosh, Nikki,’ Kelley said, looking a little surprised.

aoure the one who told me that about the lights when 1
yas just starting out. Remember?

Iblinked. I'd screwed up. As usual.

Of course,’ I said, with what T hoped was a fierce laugh.
Nikki was nothing if not fierce. Right?

Kelley didn’t fall for my alleged fierceness. Well, why
should she have?

You really did bang your head and get amnesia, like
cieryone is saying.” Kelley looked at me pityingly.

What does it fecl like?” another girl = this one as fair as

Kellevwas sl <o ae - s
ywasdark —wanted to know, as we waited for someone
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g N

{o come over and tell us the director was finally re;
’ :ld!'- rl')]—
us. X .
I was surprised — surpl ised Kelley and the oth
N - . ["I ot
alking to me. We'd been in the stugi,, fi Sl

ere even | _
e O hoyy,

rehearsing « . - OF waiting around, really | | | but i
o § LT b ] . “h: .
(hem had said @ word to me, even though g r’g“i‘c(] of
sinei - same business, some of (he -
Epow, being 1n the samc > some of the it n

“'i 4 h

» Yoy
1o have known Nikki, and maybe even been frienqyy
her.

But cither these girls were just too shy (doubtfy] giv
. - *ohven
their outgoing personalities) to say hello, or Nikki hag
57 e . a
done something to irritate them — which, kllmving Nikts
_ [ Nikki,
was the most likely explanation. '
What docs :.-.hai feel th-,. I asked, starting 1o freal

Not that this girl was speaking to me. But thay she Fueq,

Only how could this gorgeous girl, sitting there so coolly .

awater bra and thong, have found out about mv surgery?
Or maybe she didn’t know. Maybe she was a plant, sen
by Stark, to try to screw me up. See il Id talk.

'.ul T L 3 » 3 e - £ 3

Yeah. That's how paranoid I've gotten. It's amazing
what happens when you start thinking you’re being spied
on all the time, the tricks your mind starts playing on
vou . ..,

L4 ! Ao . 1 . . - .

The diamond bra,’ the blonde girl said. ‘You’re wearing
t . 1z i z i T -
en million bucks on your chest, Nik. What does that feel
like?!

l "o (A |
looked down, Oh, yeah. I was completely cracking up,
that was obvious,

‘Ol I'said. 517 rren ; . M~
» Isaid, G0 really uncomfortable. Diamonds, being

138

—

. 2T

\V/

pstanceon carth,aren’t thebest matcrialwith
-5 SU astadilts : s - S A "
s ke a bra. well, technically, that’s aggregated
ma ¥

01'0(15.

1!161“1 1
. Q
“-]|'|Ch :

i -

) But you know what I mean.
d nat

s mon

‘I:il

{ed like the biggest nerd. And nothing

e b} -I(Jwal_‘(l AT
Jike Nikk I . wirl = whose name, I scemed to recall from
- . plonde § : el fom
g Veronica = just starcd at me. But thankiully,
£op, was Ye

aylisty W
.med to gel
. " e:;l:bl“t, - .
gelle dels nearby — and giggled.

e MO

¢ othe ooy s sel. ppengul

' piamond nanawhatevers,” she echoed. “What have you
i

loing since I last saw you? Taking science classes at
n doi

a kick out of my reply —as did a couple

bee hool?”
iyt school? ) )

'”‘g“i“. 12 1 replied, ‘qmot night school, exactly, but high
dWell, i

?
<chool—

[t was al that moment my non-Stark-brand cellphone
t ‘ll?i & i

| imed. I checked it to find a text from Trida.
| sorry, Frida had written. Plz dont b mad! | luv ul U
should ¢ me, | cant stop crying! Plz call back!

Honestly. I would give anything to have the biggest
cisis in my life be that my big sister said I couldn’t go to
her holiday loft party. I mean, suppose Mom could see me
now in 2 ten million dollar diamond bra and sheer black

oe l

- lcetrimmed panties. Oh, and did I mention the ang

wings?
, And PS, T was so not calling back. I was having my own
%“"fa'ﬂlliﬂ drama right then. I did not need to get sucked
o my little sister’s, which could wait until my Own was

fnished WAy .
ished. Which would be never, at the rate things were
[ gmng, >
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“I'hat’s an awesome phone,

Kelley e f e (OK, Nikki? Don’t freak out, but they've
o : ¥ said Ay, o WS te change. When you come out wearing
‘And what’s the name ol that ringtone» Hingg, el astemimnte 5 i 20; lay his new
' : e ' e ' fe @ Jas ., Gabriel Lunais going o play his new
I looked at her in surprise, Y ,nul“l bra, e a o
it [ 1 i L i ; a1¢d don't Ireak oul.
You can download it for free off (he Intery,., (e d Nikki™ [ said | her because of all the noise
el e e Lhy 1 hear her because : s¢
knowing how lame I must have sounded (g thog ’ Mg, sonts fil"l"" I couldn’t
: : . S€ awhats
e s, Just o wait undj) W Cly, . :
something model . J E : they foung one At wtty sure she’d just said that the hottest new
ringtone is called Dragon Battle Cry apg from = My n!l-]“[ [ was pretys
) : only ’ L
RPG called fourneyguest. g
IExcept . ..

they didn’t seem to care. In g,
gasped and handed me her Stark-brand phone,

(he Stark record label, who just happened 1o
n the:
rion @
sensit
‘Ooh, me,’ she said. ‘Do me? I wany.?

“ : i f()in L (¢ ‘I)L' S.i“'ir.ln r il
a4 song ‘llJ{)lll me, was g 114 gy
(.l, K‘:“L".'

it onstage wearing nothing but wings, a bra,
whe [ ],-mt'cs. A diamond bra and pantics.
o OF 1
wd &
‘Me too!’ the other models squealed. Al but \
who looked around at her [riends like they’

F ut me.
. A song abo
minds. Have some dignity, her look

Cronje,
¥
d logt thej

seemed (o imply.
‘Ladies!” Alessandro, the show’s stage director,

really not what 1 needed to hear just then.
o R s Fi

" h]), Wi

r

his hands to get our attention. ‘It’s time! ]

¢ idi rabric a for weeks
| been successfully avoiding Gabriel Luna for w
. e ¥
| ha
> Clappeg
“xactly like we

Except, of course, when we’d rehearsed w

|11‘J'“'-

s that I didn’t like him. [ actually did. But like
[ wasn'l tha

1 TeL\ . ike somceone Clq;{. ““’“‘
wi

rehearsed last time, all right?’

»
¢’d beep g way.
our regular clothes, because the lingerie hadn

: 5o 1 didn’t really need to be hanging out with somc
arrive 20 & et » who was writing love songs about
vet. Not to mention our wines ther uu}e_.cspc(:lzlll}-' one who was writing 5
yet.2 2 =k [ 5
Also, it was hard to hear him, thanks to the pulsing beay
that had started out on the runway.

«« -when my heart belonged to another.
mc- ‘

‘Oh, and the musicians are her

¢ now,” Alessandro said

i s in love with another
rns out now was in
Who, OK, 1t 11
unnceessarily. So let’s see if' we can walk in time with the
music,’

il - a dead girl — and might happen to be a supervillain.
s e
But no relationship is perfect.
All the girls who'd gathered round me, wanting me

. o
i : yabriel before,
‘Rebecea s to tell you about Ga

s Kk ic smile, ‘so you wouldn’t get

Shauna said with an apologetic smile, "so ) {

to download (he geekiest ringtone possible on to their nervous.

phones, had yun olf to et into their places for the shov,
and Shauna, my agent Rebecca’s assistant, had hurried

14()

Ljust stared at her. I wasn’t nervous. Not exactly.
The truth was, I wasn’t nervous at all.



I wWiis pret{ty sure s b4 | -
I ) sure I Was hd\"]n!! a l]l"l‘\‘{lu-,-{
% ”.{'(If"d:
H"I
£

around to face a line of all, iﬂlp(‘)ﬁsibl}, thin 4 SIiim;;“ ’
g"’ § -
- 11" 13

ready to go onstage. “Take deep breaths ]
% P uS[ c

“Iry not to think about it.’ Shaung id
; auUna gaje

on your breathing?”

My breathing? What was she talking 4
Luna, on whom my little sister Frida and"lijloul? ‘
were crushing in the biggest way — thaq 4 her
eyes! That dark hair! = was going
about me while I was prancing around iy fr
my underwear, and I was supposed (o COII(:(;:I:: of hiy,

ilCCcnt! "y
to be sing

breathing? 1 was hvperventilati .
¢ as hy perventilating, I needed Lo stop by
so much, actually.
Like I didn’t have e ;
i t have enough problems wiyj, Chrig
sto

and Steven and Nikki’s missing mom and all, Noy, Pher

deal with this? thadig
And sure, most girls, such as my sister, would dic o}
: 2 j - 10 he;
all those 7 love you’s coming from a guy like Gabrie| i
I love you is alwave s i Wk
: e you is always great when jgs coming froy
- ¥ . - H .
right guy . . . not to mention when it’s not just lines f; |
z _ - s from
' Pop song manufactured to propel the singer to (h
: S ¢ to
of the charts, It wash’t Tike Ralcist ’
the charts. It wasn’t like Gabriel’s 1 love you’s meant
anvthi e barcly k ‘ ‘
nything. He barely knew me. We'd had a few, mogi)y
cl ance. ene i : .
: : tnee, encounters. We’d never even been out on a date
Ve'd never ¢ i o
- L\f £ 4 AT F:'J . - 1 1
en kissed. Well, for any significant amount of
He couldn’t.

didn’t matter, because of

tme. He didn’t love me.
And even if he did, it
Christopher,
In frong of '
(J » > - - - 1 - A
me, the girls were taking off, one by one,

{
W che

B on the

erflies, swooping out from backstage on
{ into the blindingly bright lights, which
adjusting in the rafters of the vasty,

;_,wcﬂll bt
- g1k -
o punwity ant .
i e WAS still
' (hat seated hundreds. Those scats were empty
Big Night ...

et
L ““!IU
hink about that now. Twas attempting 1o

-

W ttot
W ey no : 4
L hing, and not think about what was going

my breat

. when stepped out there ...
0 ia:!]’i’ 5 cuddenly the girl in front of me - 1 didw’t
And t )

e frowié
had hide

. “You know; L i
at her blankly. “T'm sorry:
petter be sorry,” she said. After what you did,

s Veronica right away, because her massive

ecal len her from my view until just then - turned
wing® Nikki, you have some nerve.

0 s

1 look{fd
syeah, you

» pelieve you have the guts even to look me in the
't De .

[
a e !
e | to her? I'd done nothing all day but memo-

What / dic ) L
and cat chocolate strawberries and feel

y blocking

fize M : b ot . e
s going to throw up. I’d barely said a word to any-

]E!:c [wa
one v e - Jie |
Oh, wait. She must mean what Nikki did to her.
¥
orry,’ I said. This time Lmeantitas an apology and

Tms
wot Excuse me. ‘I really don’t remember what you’re talking

about—’
‘Oh, right,’ Veronica said. The music was so loud, I could

barely hear her.
But I could read the hatred in her eyes clearly enough.
You might have all the other girls cating out of your
hand, with your weird ringtones and your oh-I'm-so-

143



. .
nervous routine,” she said. ‘Buy | knoy the 4, 4 After her fricnds’ bovlriends, when she could
this whole amnesia thing is a scam,. And ] km)‘lllh_ 1 k. o goin® & -i:-uﬂ"‘ guy she wanted (except Christopher
in touch with Justin.’ "y te "h[ dlli\,(.vh:“! ;111}:""1‘ ;irlg‘h’ guys not cnough of a challenge for
I blinked at her. *IWhat? Justin whep: She e ! I:'mgpntf}')? \I\lt‘li)‘go ;;rw;; guys who were taken?
meant Justin Bay, Lulu’s ex.. . and Nikkis tog :::r-t]ul Vi, ;lcr? She haj“gh peing one of the most beautiful women
Or maybe not incidentally, since jy turneg (J:]l‘tttlfcm;gu‘, [t was 11(1 I guess. When almost every guy you met fell
been sceing him behind Lulw’s back. Niky; h;,,-:  the WO _( "r“‘ (rying to be with you, you naturally found
And now; apparently, behind Veronica’s bacl: Jllover hl?;:: ;11'3“'" to the ones who didn’t,
Veronica glared at me. ‘Don’y play i ;"lin;)_ : ?_m,rst:lf‘f;:v ;Iid that nutcase think Nikki was still emailing
know you still email him,” she spat. ‘Anq I’mjus:“ w i - ?;-i;;nd?
you. You better watch your back.’ : “"*rnihg el lff’}'kli » ghauna hissed at me, ‘go?
Wait . .. what? That made no sensc 24 all, i
T don’t email anyone named Justin,’

-, od the music had changed. It wasn’t the pounding
calize ; . : :
freal .t had been a minute before, when all the other
2 .lo.l)f.lp
lc(j" 0
Arls had been he

couldn’t believe this was happening. Alihoy

I Insisteq, |
it like most of the things in my life

gh thy, Ma,
these days, T
was wearing a little more clothing. 1 might h

ading out on to the stage. It had wurned
ished] |
exposed. However, at least I knew

. mellow, haunting melody.
0 A more me y

I ko«

Ve felt g |

if she tried 1o g

something, my diamond bra would stop any

And probably most bullets. I can

\ second laters

[ heard a deep male voice singing from

] or “Nikki, oh, Nikki. .. the thing of it is, girl . .. in

Ei)m(;m. [ht?-"“aa"' A

SOrt of blag,,

assure you—’

Tknow it’s you,” Veronica snapped back. The MUSic e
<

“ieall [ really do think . .. [love you!
spitc of e Akt '
thumping, and the girl in front of her

- + - N ne > 1 '1\!
-en hyperventilating before, Twas definitely
[T hadn’t been hyper SRR

IICe ¢ e 1, a4 guy 1>(l met l'n's].\_"l)i.:
f, Oll‘ E.,l L(l[- Gt‘i)l ILI IJ\II . 5 ) )
ah[)“t {0 1OW. LR~

away from him.D)y |
|
‘Pve never =

for her turn down the runway. “You stay

foui. or rl\"l:
you hear me?’

r » ' -
times in my life, loves me? Yeah. 1 don’t think
SO. g hat, as soon
Well it was just a song. Just a song that, as s
= 3 C - e \ T i 3 W
s it hit the airwaves when the show went live on New
ay . T ‘ f
' S : T , s was eoine to be humming, mstead o
[t didn’t matter llmug]l. She was gone, sashaying out on Year's Eve, everyone was going Lo be l-, WA
in . o, Or at least, I's sedl that’s wh
to the stage in [ront of the Stark Quark song. Or at least, T suppo ¢
|

Gabriel Luna and the Stark record label were hoping.
another enemy.
What was wrong with

‘me, the ends of her wings drooping
on to the highly polished metallic floor,

Great. So I had yet

ey o (L D A
‘Nikki,” Shauna said again, ‘go!
Nikki, anyway? What was she |

] o av in a daze. I
Iwent. I wandered out on to the runway in a d
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was trving to remember My sassy capy-

really hard when all 1 could Uli;ﬂ; o -‘llk Stryg, buy -

me. Really? No. No, he couldei Bve '\a.:,, Gr:!:r.-'d f.;,l Wi

doing somcthing b()ll{:h{::td(g(], like {'3 ll:.nc Lsay, l!i,,m- o,

by Brandon Stark, or being in ho"hf:“mg e 'h 1\.'-..“

transplanted brain, [e didn’y IO\PC-\'}:I:11‘[1-:(:0\,C[_iu ,-l.l'nului
¢ Thi > oy

publicity stunt. A St:u‘k-cnancm.{,d isgi S Was 5 |
-t pu )hcu}. sty

A

“ugy

all, that’s why he was j i
_ s why he was in (his country apnq t
¥ and ngy gy i

native England in (] {
gl the first place. ¢
E (..C, 11 rhlﬁ 'I!
sht: (4]

.J:lC.l; in hie
career. {"”llk‘l' hi:
But '::s I moved out more centrally on (g o SI

[ saw him there with his guitar, \\'cal"ing- n r,l ¢ Stage, ang
beneath a brown suede jacket over jc;m“; (;dcd :Jluu Shiry
e 7 4 Conld Sor

and her [riends were

sce why Irida SO frag- Lof
mean, he looked really cute. And he w-lfi gd.-{ww him,
me, not smiling, not I'rowniug,jusl !oml';'r;a ‘lﬂl\lflg.t-ig],t i
as he sang, “It’s not the way that yvoy walkb, ".‘l’m'-l!llum;}}
that you smile or the way that )-:ou look ,g”Ij;; -.lhc by
. . the way that you move mz J“-“[]l::-

way you move me .
the thing of j, is.

makes me say, Nikki, oh, Nikki
G 5 om ol
girl...inspite of it all . . _ ] really do think ., 1]
AILT could think v T e
’ unk was what I thought every time J g
um, which was, O my God. Fridu’s i e
i 4 ._) od. In.ra‘a: right. He is Finda hot.
_orrarthesame ime I realized he wasn’t my king of hot
If that makes any sense, '
[ was tryi e
as lrying to kecp my gaze on where
but the truth was, I could hardly sce

I was going -

down the runway -

two feet in front of me, the |

: ights were so bright, plus they
I' 0 *pedn ! . .
¢ h,(,lmg up off the diamonds in my bra — and that

were
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-1 ]"
pbo
" I[ﬁll.‘; a

& inl
v
.(-])l I

Lo I

g abott
wits
nay

she

Sllld

astray:

Sf reflection, let me tell you, There were diamnond

( i » 2

€ ancing everyw here before my eyes. 1 couldn'y
s 1 looked out towards the lghis — nothing

ws. 1 tricd to remember what Kelley had told

0
cling with my feet for the edge of the catwalk

fe

S 11-

Jking the plank on the Pirates of the Caribbean vide
il E
sney World.

\I‘ csandro scemed to realize T was in trouble and

Alesst ;

f ed from somewhere out in the vast emptiness of the

ute A ; e .

" wes, Nikki! You're doing hine! Now . . . turn!”

10, SN . .

I wrned on his command, trusting he wouldn’t lead me
And he hadn’t. Suddenly Lwas [acing away {rom the

e Al - “t -

fehts, and I could sce again. What I saw was Gabricl at the

Jm\;i[c end of the catwalk. He was grinning at me a little

oppos i . " :

- Only through some trick of the lights, for a moment

his dark hair looked gold, and his blue eyes scemed o

helong Lo someone clse.
“I'he thing of it is, girl ... inspite of it all ... I really do

think . . . I love you.’

God! What I wouldn’t give to hear those words coming
out of Christopher’s mouth. About me. Not me the way 1
was, but me the way I am now. ;

And OK, maybe his song was only a publicity gimmick.
But I knew that somehow, coming [rom Christopher,

I'd have believed those words. I'd have believed them in

asecond. Why, oh why was it Gabriel and not Christopher

saying he loved me?

~1




j i ~
And then suddenly, pigl 25 G %
” (=] s - .
C] S ~ — . = o )l'l(_ll LI
1orus of 7 love you’s, my foo, landeq oy hiy,
. “itedon ¢ L h
Omehiy, S thi,

not catwalk or air, 1 o;
ae I didn’y 1.
t know whay j, {
‘\';‘[g 'l"r.
I

soft. .. and it was slippery, |

- - & L : )l
- And it caused my fe
) ILC[ to g{) ”)rin ¥ gl
me. Stight ou f
Yo,

l"'{i

e,

Only since I wasn®
\ . vasn't really ;
1l qull} an ange] .
,dnd !'Il\'\-‘

actually work, I didn’t ius .
s Ldidn’t just floaq llghlly ‘J”'in; Hng"diri;»
Othe. o M

llr.

I came crashi
came crashing down, har. heq

148

st kcc
lu.

c,\':uninz
from @ P
Nikki’s br
;md embarrs
Angel dress re

Thirteen

Lour gaze strai ahes: i
p your gaze st aight ahead, don't ook inte the

s
light- C Hicrins
s what Dr IHiggins told me as sat on the

Tha . .

o0 rable in front of her. She was aehi
wion t : She was flashing a beam
enlight into my eyes. T guess she wanted 1o see if
ain had come loose or something afier my huge
wsing tumble on the catwalk at the Stark
hearsal.

s vy TRy 2 e i -

‘I{mws{l}? [ told her, doing as she asked and looking

. Y B
aicht ahead. ‘T'm fine.
wis

str ;
«ghh,’ she said. Don’t talk.

[’d been assuring cveryone that I was fine - except for

my wounded dignity (and backside) - but everyone had
ju;;t shushed me. 1 guess they all thought no one could
rake that hard a tumble and not be hurt. Alessandro
one who'd insisted I be checked out by a medical

was the
pmfcssional.

And of course, when the Stark sceurity limo stopped,
and I found myself in the Stark Institute for Ncurology

and Neurosurgery, I wasn’t surprised. I was right back

where I'd started. Well, sort of.

“Are you experiencing any double vision?” she wanted

to know. Dr Higgins was all business. Apparently she,

and not Dr Holcombe, who'd been part of the team who'd

149



performed my braip transp]
‘Hleadache? Nausca?
N7 ] L Lh %

b No," I said. No, and no. I (o)q you. | ;
this.” I held up the object I'g slipped o
4 . ’ n
few seconds after I°d ga up. A

One

! ) Which (
unch of [ Oy
' Cath,. i,
together and tossed o to the runwgy, - Uhepe \
ay. Th

ripped from a set of Stark Angel Wingsg, Vel Yy,
[t wasn’t hard 1o SUEss who theyq b n
The last angel to walk out on to the stage 'Jfru’._ "
one who had a particular grudge againg, me: \(;lc ;
. (:I'onim'
aﬁw I
with I
: ] ot the Cye
fantasizing about sceing: Christopher Mal
‘Nikki? Are you all right? Gabriel hag wanted g, kg,
putting an arm round me — as best he coulq with the [;1
of wings behind me.,

The first face I’d see cam o
it ‘ 4 scen hovumg above Mine
anded was Gabricl’s, his blye eyes filled 4

e g
Gabricl Luna’s blue cyes, I'd noted, N Neery,

5 I’d I')(:Ul
OI]c}r’s.

"g!c
i e SRy 3 "-.?’,-.‘ s ;2 (3 O .
I'm fine, I'm fine,” I’d assured him. I just slipped o
Wosie?

And I'd looked to make sure I was right, and the

something — there was something on the runwg
re it
was. Thank God. It wasn’t Just me, and my utter inabiliy
to be fierce in six-inch heels,

I'd made out like it must have been an accident,
Alessandro’s face had d arkened when he saw what Gabriel
was holding up - because he'd seized the clump of feathers
from me and turned (o face the director with indignation.
That’s when Alessandro be gan to swear in a steady stream,
primarily at the costume mistresses, for not gluing the

feathers down hard cnough.
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ant, wyg the f

In't corrected him. T don’t know why, 1 knew

adn't €

o had don¢ it, and on purpose — You better walch your

‘ ‘; - - ~ -
like right in front of you — but 1'q Laq other,

5 L

nt things to worry about,

G yon 1cd
igks moft
it G ‘1
, import d known I was going 1o end ‘
aore L fact that I'd known I was going 10 en¢ up here,
e LhE
L A
S lnﬁl:ltllb' . .
the ( just because they were worried about my head
0 *
_.\n(l RS

Or at least how attached it was to the inside of my
. Or i
1.

cithe
sgll”-k Jew they'd usc this opportunity to give me a little

[ K :
Jecture about .
¢

d surce enough . .. ,
An -as an incident in St John a couple of days ago,
“There Was €

well, my behaviour lately.

‘ns said, looking down at a thick white manila file
il - L] 2 . : l )
gb],okling. “You fell there as well.

[ knew they were watching me. 1 just knew it

pr i

5!10 was
S|
God! l :

* ool qave me alone?

o By ever going Lo leave 1

[ Cre [hl.) CA =

Whenw

h. that’s right. As long as 'm the Face of Stark, making
Oh, that s T1g1L.
oy D N(‘.‘.\’Cl‘.

.m millions? 1 . R Ty
[hLI lipped,” I corrected her ‘1 didn’t fall.” Of course,

‘I s 11 b & o " ik ll l'now

‘tofl]j :«d. But she didn’t need to k
ically I'd sort of jumped.

rechnically

e o i > H wias
I 1al. L‘ , : ot
¢ b X ’ IlolLu
i ) i LA i ll(l“. L hdll‘ on tln} 1
rl.'ﬂ“.}' ShppLI }, (ln(l I CcOl

‘1 see,” Dr Higgins said, still looking down at the file.
sce, Qs E

amily recently And that boy,
You went to visit your family recently too. And Y

e t F
Christopher Maloney. . gl
It was a statement, not a question. [ could only s

; away? I knew the dl:ill'.
sav In res S, anyway?
her. What COlll(l I say in ILSI)[)IlbL, Ity )

. s watchine — and listening
Lgot to live in exchange for their watching —an



y = my every move. What was there 1o say g
’ % ](Pl“ &
"

in o1
really? s b Fivegarce s )
“You know we'd like you to I VISHALIONs \wjy,
st Dr Higgins wenton. Tt wil] o, Peoy,
Ve
a

from your P
people 10 wonc
[ lllllll‘.(fl.‘:i:i;

Jer how you know them, and v
attention drawn to them,
-1, woul( v
Yoy

ry
.. Suddenly I felt like

witlt
~No,' 1 said, ‘but .

et Or somcone. 1I'd changed o - Punchy,
Jething. Or somcone. ang ut of the g

. -l am
1gs and back into my norm, Ong

and pantics and wii al clog

. . L - . % theo

dn't look like quite as big a freak sitting they, ; ey,
Sk

o

son
bra
soldi
office as I might have.

as still, 1 realized, a plenty bi fig
el ' ‘ » 2 4 y big freak, Whig,

At ’ ]
[ could handle, actually, because I'd always beey, ik
g

freak.
[t was the [act that there were people Spying on my |
¢ gl

the time - and not just the paparazzi — that was kind ¢f
hard to bear without breaking something. X

[ know it’s hard,” Dr Higgins said sympathetically, asif
she could read my thoughts. But she couldn’t . ., iJc}:;us'
if she could she’d have looked more scared. Besides, slun_;|t,
my thoughts were still my own. Stark didn’t own lhcn;
Yet. ‘Of course you miss them. And we don't expect \-01;
never 1o see them. That’s why we let you go to school \-;itla
your sister. But you really need to cut back on the personal
visits. You won’t assimilate into your new life as casily if
you keep trying to cling to your old life. Do you know \'-"il:ll
I mean?”’ !

I thought of Christopher. Wasn’t that exactly what he

was doi linwi :
doing, clinging 10 his old love, IEm (even i he'd never
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Jedged, while T was actually around, that 1
» LY ¢

. qcknow
stead of embracing the here and now?

ved MO i oo
¥ “ A Ty e |

1 admitted, more so she'd shut up and let me

) becausc I thought it was really true, ‘I'm just

. L] .‘

[cave thas e .
4 rough transition period.”

aoie
'I'I:“'m!’ . » R PR ¥ .
-;\ckllﬂ""l‘:dgmg lhﬂt, Dr ﬂlggms said with a smile e
i R ¢
palf the ba

down and tt

¥
l]rothcl.
All my internal alarm: sensors went off. Stark knew!
1, knew about Steven!
ain . . . of course they did. Why wouldn't they?

e towards overcoming it. Now =’ She looked
yrned a page inmy file = ‘about Nikki Howard’s

Sraf
Then 28
They knew

Dr Higgins
 kriow you feel bad about his mother, and want 10

all you had to dowas ask. Because of course

everything.
looked up from the file and smiled at me

help. But really,
at Stark would be happy to do anything we can to help

we
resolve this
[ blinked. ‘Wait . .. really?”
Yes, of course. It’s odd that Steven Howard came to you

unfortunate and really quite sad sitnation.’

and not us first, but considering the circumstances—

I shook my head. “What circumstances?’

avell, his mother’s . . . condition. I'm sure he was a bit
embarrassed.

‘Condition? I stared at her. What was she talking about?
‘What condition?’

Dr Higgins closed my file and cro
her desk, where her computer was. Beeause Dr Higgins had

ssed the room to sit at

been out of the office, she had to turn the computeron and




let it boot. While it did this, she saiq ‘T'm
. » - - * “0 =
didn’t mention it, but Mrs Howard js - ! al‘l,-mis“”
. a well .. M,
cn, i’y im W v
outrageous things she tells you, thay

she should contact you, or Stev

) I ) ot emeyy ey,
She has a long history of mental illnesg and, p Yer gy
say, drug and alcohol abuse.’

I stared at her in shock, Dy Higging | I
- UU ’c
the computer screen, saw my startleq . dy

b r‘l"al'.-
nodded.

Npressig,
» g
‘It’s actually not that unusual thyy she’s i,
like this. She’s done it before, many timeg - ls.!pln':am_i
I listened with growing dishelief (o Dy Higg
continued. : 88Ins a shy
‘~of course, if you do hear from her, you shou
us at once, and we'll take care of iy, Mrs Howg l
immediate medical care.’ 1 heed,

ld cmua“

What was going on here? What was Dy Higg

- | . 1S doing?
I'his was not the person Steven Howard |y

| ’ : ad describyg 1
me — not that he’d gone into much detail at all

mom. Still, this didn’t jibe with w
mom not being the type to le

about piy
hat he’d said aboy hiy
; ave her business unattendeg
Who was telling the truth? Dy Higgins? Or Steven?
T ’ iy e 114 4 1 H

Um,” I'said. Dr Higgins was typing something into the
keyboard in front of her, ‘OIC.?

iTr _ 3 . - . .
Pmgladwe had this litte talk, Dr Higgins straightencd,
came over to me, and patted me on the back, then helped

me down from the exam table. ‘Sometimes it’s nice when
1Us Just us girls, isn’t 117’

Nl ? I .
Yeah," I said. You mean, when we don’t have lawyers

. iy
por tang, e n

| Corporate around, telling me what 1 can and
gy Stars )
from 2 41 sure 1s.
e ght » Dr Higgins said, and shook my hand at
b ]

o .
;oo - svnerience any headaches
‘Go her office. ‘If you experience any headaches,

(e "”Ur. t:)“ pausea, or any other symptoms at all, dont

tlﬂubl"' vis "'. -

pesitatt “.’.‘”1‘11[:;::. I’d call, then, as Dr Higgins returned
[ assul o ater, NO doubt to input every detail of our

o hef co.m!: in;‘; mv file, I allowed myself 1o be escorted

ﬂ’"wﬁz‘zlcm-iw 1};:'ough the dark and silent — at this

by Srars * )

i night = hallways to the hospital’s front entrance,

e ol THE L ' . ) )

fme he Stark limo was waiting to take me back to the
. [ 1€« -

where

Joft. . 3 s g o
Onlgwhen I got there, I found that the press was waiting.

TN st have been tipped ofT by someone
fordes of them- Iheymust have been tipped off by sc

diat this W . i
\d there have been so many of them? The flashbulbs
could £

as where I'd been sent, because otherwise how

started going off, instantly blinding t?u: the second I.SK:L once
oot out of the door. It was a good thing thosc security guys
were there, giving me their strong arms 1o support me.
Osherwise I'd have suffered another embarrassing tumble
asthey led me down the hospital steps, to the limo waiting
below

Nikki? a paparazzo cried. ‘Are you all right?” White
flashes burst all avound me. I could barely sce the cement
steps underneath my feet.

‘What happened, Nikki? Care to comment?” another
wanted (o know,

thY) > . . . .
Nothing,' I said, trying to give a casual laugh. ‘Iwas just




———

a Kutz, that’s all. 'm fine. See? Nothiny, bro).
~Th, X

my pride.”
‘Nikki, was this fll related 10 whay gy,

: hs ago; when you suffered frgp, ¥ hed
few months agoe, wien you su cred “‘nm layy

HI T 0y
b IM};I‘K )

. . 3 ;""tl : LA TN
!m.s'pu.'lh;r.ni? someone else ashked, Flash Fl !]1.41 .
sh. Flagy, 1y

incident at a Stark grand  opening

I{‘_\I,
. T,
-

‘No, nothing like that,” I said. I jus, iy
! e, 3

But I didn't get the full sentence .
Lout of e

[(': : # I:'J._:Z
l['l,d L*Hl_n_“‘,} f

W ;

haired, blue-eyed guy, wearing jeans ang

That's because my vision had finally ¢

me to see that, waiting next o the limg
Al

jacket. He was holding an ¢

And grinning. At me.

‘Hello there,” Gabriel Luna said with o smil
o [l.'
“Why, hello,’ Isaid. 1 glanced ar '
¥ sad. L glanced around, pregyy «

» Prety sue I bnes

llIC ANSWenL I)lll \ :il‘llil]g 1o IIIGI.‘C Sure W
! - I a8 -
1 2} . asn 1 .1})I}UI “) il 1R

a fool out of mysell again. ‘Have I got the wrong e

PRI o Do P G T %) P 1 ear

No,” Gabriel said, “this is vour car. So How ar
- - . i Ll

51 . & :'bn“?.
I'm fine,” 1 replied, still not quite beliey

: ‘ ing what 1.,
seeing. Gabriel Luna was waiting with
roses next to my car. In front of the paparazzi
A of the paparazzi, who e,
wupping tons of photos of us both now. What exuctly
Vo oA e e oo
gomng on? Was this because he loved me or somethine
. =
! Oh, these are for you.” Gabriel scemed (o remembe
the e o . x )
]m roses suddenly, which he passed to me. Tons moe
flashes we A bi
ishes went A sappy, Lk i '
off. ‘A bit sappy, I know,” he whispered, so the
uaps the im.*
paps couldn't hear him. ‘But my manager thought it would
be a good idea.’

I took the beautif ; i
the beautiful bouquet. Your . . . manager!'|

AS ALy Agn,
i3

norm l  broyy o,
aus )“u({ll sueg,
el Uf‘“.
1y

a big bouquer ¢

T Jidn't anderstand anything that was going
phepierees
ittt
; aents Gabriel said, still smiling away as
ALY gtk = . .
And L our photo. Fle wits opening the lhino door and
= LUREF
ML

e aside. “They goto the same gym. Anyway, whiat

me i i . iy
and the show andd us both working for Stark

s
ALY
just thoug
e seen ot and about together | know i’s i

\\.‘.:h lll:
pally they

Jne”

]._”'ur us 1o

T but it €

1 <Lk
it SHAR

hi, well, it wonldn't be such a bad

an't huort to have the fns think we're an

vottl T can 1L | i
Toony 1 s finally catching on. “You mean your
(M s

Gabricl 11
in the
door behind us and were shooing the

nned, ‘Right. The song.'

—— car now, and my sceurity guys had
\We welt AW
\T::‘.!!Il”] the & e
} zd away, cven as they clamoured for just one more
pandbbiet 8 . B . . < ) i
foch wud called things like, *Nikki! Are you and Gabricl
G d ' e

Ly £OING out? Where are you of ' to? How long have the
Al iy > ‘

it w 5
wo of you been seeing one another:

I was mucl
Gabriel looked at me with his dark cycbrows raised

1 quicter in the car, with the door shut

enguiringly; and said, ‘1 hope you don’t mind. Your agent
aid it was all right.”

Ol 1 said. What could I say? That [ was going to kill
Rebecea later? *No. IUs fine)

‘Good, Gabriel said. ‘And of course, L don’t want to keep
s I'mosure you must be exhausted. And il you want to
ctback to your place, that’s fine. But if you wanted 1o get

abitc to et =
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Suddenly I realized T was starvin, I
8- It [l:ld I

e

St
; } . nals (o stug
presentation (o prepare, a sister o my).
- dike

Howard's mother to find, and her brothey

. . oo i3 '.\- me 1 e
really horrible. Not to mention (.huslophcr Waitj i
Lkt “i .

time since those éhocolau:-cmf(._t.cd
I had so many things to do — fj h“"fics %
¥ fo, .. 4

F T

answer ::l:n(m.z whether or not I was going 1o hel ory,
down Stark Enterpriscs. P iy h;i.‘
o e . - - .-1!
Sure,’ I said, without a second more hec

Csitagi., .
not?’ Mlon, Wy

Which was how I found myself, an hoyy .

at Dos Gatos, the underground club wher |
CTEYOU neeqy I
SINCC it loghe 1,

be a celebrity even to know it existed,
ed I,

an ordinary diner on the outside.
But when you said your name, a guy with a wajl;
would let you through a door marked Iimplow-c; (‘)""13.“;&
whatwasreallyan c}evaloz:AncIsuddcn[),‘vol'l es Only iy,
the hottest clubs in town. There I sat, sh' :

were i Onegf
aring a cosy hygy
| iAo PH - > i H][I!
in the corner with Gabriel Luna, beneath the flich :

I

5t WCrins
candlelight from dozens of Mexican | i

anterns hapoir
1 o - - widing
overhead, while he explained the genesis of -
¥ ‘ . - S0
‘Nikki’. =
The Nikki in the song isn’t necessarily you,” he
2 Afo2 e R - 3 - Pt =
saying. We'd finished a platter of bite-sized carne asads
tacos. sprinkled - - H 1 8
acos, sprinkled all over with bright green bits of cilantz,
and a pitcher of Key lime mareari irgin, of |
iy Key lime margarita (virgin, of course.|
abricl would have allowed it to be served any

t’J[hc[- wav " ", . ; z
\ ay, with the reputation the tabloids had given
me),
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I il “Seo i's about some other girl named
o ] sande

happen 1€ knov
it rnned ‘OF \Well, maybe she’s you. But she’s more

I

s ded ()l. }‘0“ .yl . “
e ¥ ‘“(]]clii;hl, a wave of his dark hair cast his
s (i - 3
hadow, 50 his expression was hard to read.
into B

oves here’s the public Nikki, the onc that every-
; ol \'i“g the ? £ -4 i
oq'm 5.\.‘ s they know. And then there’s the Nikki
. fhinks £
(¥

an th, the one that vou won’t scem to allow anyone
sl .
“[‘;rm.
L O . & ¥
ik . him. Gabriel was smarter than I'd given him

Uﬂklﬁ(l . =
i for. “You really think that? You think I push people
1 1. .
l-_[C(h‘- (

”
awiy:

\'.’}10’.‘3 hl:t:!l i'l'ﬂl)l)ﬁ!ii'l}i(: Lo I'CE\C'II lht:SC
PO tl
You're

1 one
few weeks;” he said, with a gentle laugh. ‘I T didn’t

past 1 m

J ]

Lnow betteh I’d thi '

[ bit my lip- The truth, of course, was that I was sceing

nk vou were seeing someone.”

someonc. Well, at school. He just didn’t know it.

Except that now ... well, now, that person had made it
clear he was in love with someone else.

And OK, that someonc clse was me . .. but me as [used
tobe.

AWait a minute,’ Gabricl was saying now, reaching out to
push back some of my long blonde hair, which had partially
fllen across my face. “There is someone clse, isn't there?

Oh God. Why did his cyes have to be so blue? Like
someone else’s eyes, actually. Only bluer, because they
contrasted so nicely with his dark hair and long curly
avelashes.

159




There ey 7 "
There . . . was,” 1 MUrmuype

~ . ~ » !(}(]!_“

but at Gabriels face, and cupg; iy
~ - ! UrSIng N .

8 Nikl; fo

aknegg
concerned. Because when his fing

8 By,
Wi
Ling 1

Whey My
¢ o

OIS brugheq o *° 4

» , tl
3 Just a hlllc
when Brandon had touched me d

an insufferable pll_\-‘sic;ﬂ we

my cheek, I felt myself melting, eyl
" . L \f" ! ‘:"“

AU nigh in St 4 By
touch me [ike

any more. He likes . . . another eirl, N

couldn’t Christopher Joly, ,
= Yk
3 Y

tha? Iy -y
y 1”-'i'.

i I Ot reqlly,
he might as well.’ 2

Gabricl raised one ink-blacl evebrow, py
slipped from my cheek around (o the ‘
oh. ‘Sounds complicated.’
“You have no idea,’ I said.
And that’s when it happened, Gabriel beg,
the back of my neck with his fingers, S gy
I don’t know what came over me
I do: it was all Nikki Howard’s fauly
I mean. Because the next thing I ki
again. That thing Nikki’s body
went all melty at a guy’s touch.
And the worst part was, Gabriel fnew. | me
tell. T knew he could tell because, suddenly,
closer to me on the cushioned beneh
reached up to cup my face.

E!il'l:l‘ that, O, Tathy,
- Nikki’s body's fa.u:I'.
ew; it had happ-.-:;;.-:
vas always duing, vihen
an, he coyl:

he scoard
> and his other hap?

And then even though I didn’t want to - even though
there weren’t any paparazzi around to take a photo ¢fis
together — I let him tily my face up towards his, and dids’
move away when he pressed his mouth down against mise

Iknow! I let him kiss me. In fact, I kissed him back, ks
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| the pent-up emotion I'd been feeling for
sho @ '
F “-g[ll
it .
“\.ﬁ 11.1!\\.
(L .
<l'hc wt
for (i:l'l)l‘i"]‘
(t

yart of it was, the emotion 1 felt? Tt wasn't
rst Pr _ o
: That much 1T knew, [t was pent-up passion

clse. Someonc with eyes just as blue as
e LI
L gomiet

!ﬂ] .

Gab 1 who would never, ever in a million years

piel’s:

W someo!
w face in his hi
mv i

cup - song about me. Or notice that there was a
Sl 8
% “']lu-

mnds and lean down and kiss me, much

et : . 2 different Nikki underncath.
. Nikki, and the ‘
ublic o kiss me like someone whose manager's

G;:bri::l didn
e it had been
ms around me now, |
it, and had been waiting around for exactly this
it, ; .

(o bring me roses. He'd slipped both
i
his A

and was kissing me like he

l]}l‘.i"“
10 h;ll}])lﬂll,

mmizcrﬁr

like everything leading up to it had only been

and finally, finally we'd gotten to the main

L3 PEAY -

course. P
which was why 1t
hat | felt about him was exactly zero. And when Istarted

wii LR

me aware that the soft chatter from other diners all

was a bit dishcartening when Irealized

1o beco ch
Lround us had gotten a bit quicter suddenly, as il everyone

had stopped cating to stare at something,

Which, Irealized as I broke the kiss and drew away from
Gabriel a little, was ws.

‘Uh,’ 1 said to him, ducking my head so that my hair
covered my burning face. I started digging through my
tote for my lipgloss. ‘Whoa.’

Sorry,” Gabriel said. He reached for his water glass.

the conversation level of the diners around us picked up

161




—

again, and not @ moment too soon, ‘I Probay, -
have done that.” Flis voice wasn’t complegely H“-._-
‘No," I said. I held my compact up u\'c;- mhj‘{._
could check my reflection and reapply iy, !’l;,}. .!;u:‘x- :
going outside the lines . .. but also in ”u; 1.1-‘(; )h':\‘ Wil
wouldn’t be able to sce how hard I 1 Pes

lll:ll k.
right. Really.’

= ]3'11531]”3. Ty :;!I:
‘“And you're quite certain there’s someon,e il
Yes, I said gently. ‘I'm sorry, but there is.’ .
‘Shame,” he said, grinning, as he set down hig Now-¢
water glass. ‘I think we'd have gotten along i

nllu...
. SPRLE K
though vou're impossible.

ﬁlmmlsl-\-_ l':"{‘li
‘I'm impossible?” T clicked the compact shuy, [ ..
blushing any more. ‘I'm not the guy who stucl: the nnn:—mr
a girl he barely knows in a song about how much he lm.z‘.

her I'm tryving to overlook the fact you chose a girl \-.'imju:
happens to be the face of the corporation that owng \-m,:
label, by the way.’ -
You don’t honestly believe 1 wrote a song abouy YOu to
get press, do you?” Gabricl asked, looking hurt. .
The truth was, I didn’t know what to believe any more,
Everything I'd ever believed these past few months had
turned out not to be true. Parents who were supposed to
be there to protect you actually couldn’t aly ays do that,
corporations who were allegedly cvil occasionally saved
your life, and brainiacs, like me, turned out not to know
anything at all.
What cowld T believe any more?

3 TS ” ) ) ‘
IUs kind of hard not to notice that you've decided tolt
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5, ¢
{Illl'l.: vt h“n:
1+ il'l“l.'l X

SME {ashion s
p - pLath s
\||'I¥'.

8

.[ “-rh!!_l.{

about me to the world by having
how for underwear,” 1 pointed out.
B | for a minute. Then, out of
O I“_.”-t.d startled for a . )
y o] apPs
a1 HI
A

he 5!:!;-10[1 Lo Iilusrh_ . '
I‘lwr‘.- I'I lid Put my agenl s ln:lk'll‘l.}' me do that
2 s ? e Siltd. 3 ‘.
i CHey
']|l'llf~l

ainst doing the Stark Angel show from
part: [ was A

4%

Jast
 gtart o
¢ 0l caid. Twas ryimng
avell, 1o

hard not to smile. Because it

voenet el was, s Lexa ‘ll 'll‘lfi“c(l
funny: Except it sort of was. ‘Lwasn’t exactly
' funmy
:\‘“‘
et

the Stark Angel show cither

ing the 2t t ' . "8

ot g wbe we have more in common than cither ol
i egess Mays )

" Mt Gabricl said.
F ! 1 o ) o]

1:5!11“'*;*» ' 1 said, rolling my cycs. Ihough it was hard to
Jahily St . - ) e o

. heing @ sarcastic, tough model when he was being

l:ccl(lll ks & yl "

. i- aye're both corporate slaves.

SR - 3 el # - oot g N
But that doesn’t mean,” Gabr iel said, ‘what 1said in the

-t true. There is something about you, Nikki, that 1

qony 1sh . - .

e able : S my head since we met. but

haven’t been able to get out ol my i

ht, you never scemed to want Lo let me .

» LI e 1] v e R . 1 ‘icl’ls'li(l

[ smiled at him miscrably. ‘Believe mie, CJ‘I.'I}I., J 1 said,

3 P . o ey p‘ v X

(liis is one head you're better off staying out ol

until tonig
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Lourteen

Hanging out with a hot Brigis) Singing
' . itk ”,\':lliu
- o L] > I i
midnight on a school night p,.(,b‘.”)]}__ wasm{ g | Py, i
prepare for finals. € bugy

se

W

¥y
In fact, it was prety much the begg winy
. . i L .' Lo T
you weren’t going to perform Your best . 5 l'”‘“llr_:

Nexy d:

{ Soing
g mto your loft angd find y

Another good way to R

assure Vou were

i« toh
to come staggerin Omby,,

s 2 our b, !
waiting up for you. § l’”’lhc;
Except, of course, he’s not re:
=4 1 SC S notL re R e
: ally youy l”ghl‘olhcn

AN here e ’ S K >
Where’s Lulu?’ I asked. Steven was sitting aloy,

> 40ne oy g,
Almost 3] the ligh,
. ? *
wly tripped over Cosaly

when | stepped ouy of

of the white couches, watching TV
were out in the loft, and I ne:

el
as she darted over to gre h

[jtr

et me
clevator.
‘Shewent to bed,’ Steven said, swite

hing off the sound ¢f
the show he was walching,

I'was almost not even surprised
tosce what it was. Shark ek, Y,

any more. “Which is where vou

ago, isn’t it? Don’t you have

:ah. Nothing surprised e
should have been hours
: school in the morning?”’
Theideaof Lulu going to bed before me w
almost choked. I knew she only did it to i
with how responsible she was. As if’

‘Ub, yeah,’ |

as so laughable

I

mpress Steven

said. I collapsed at one end of the couch

on which he wag sitting and began tugging at the high
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- g ns? A, 311 v o‘:-'-‘l
gl wearing. 1 hey d been killing my feet al
Lols
d hot

e jaring the briel interlude when 'd been
Lot T 1] & = § . .
= exceP |.ouboutins, during which my feet ached
v Leinits the [ almost longed for the Strk-brand
it : ! g

v slilTv:'t"“
i

ne fqrirs.

gt ion e late

w 3 ]1--1I'Sill il et v . i ] . l “5'[ »
Rehee GaTE of me,” Steven said with a nod. ‘She
.oeare

por G SR , o e

t ot the entire tour ol downtown Manhattan,

(L} =

=]

WiLy. ‘
i better head o bed. Sorry I was out all
A o

Did you get dinner?
1!-‘}'"
qale

e | ) .
(e sure Chinatown, Ellis Island and the Statue ol
’ T

im'h"]i”}'

Ijh:'l'l}’-
Aoy
[---ci(]c me and |

cche wei
jer she . oy s
i »greven said, but 1 wanted to wait up for you. We

[ said CGosabella hopped up on to the couch
. .\.G . 19 b o 1
-ﬂy;rnll\' stroked her cars, “Uhat’s alot. No
[LLE S P

2 EH
( to bed, Aren’t you tired too:

Joan,

»
o to talk. _ 0 e
it wstantly seizedwith alarm. Lknew Thadn't exactly
Jwas Hiske s

line the hours since I'd last seen him doing what
peen spenciis

1d said ] . o, Wl :
v en doing very little in the way of looking for his mom . ..
el &

. 1] ol . g ?
I'd do - hiring a private mvestigator. In fact, I'd

unless you counted giving Christopher Mrs Howard’s
Sacial Security number. T

‘Ihen there’d been that picee of information Dr Higgins
hud old me. Which was not exactly the kind of thing you
yanted to share with a guy. At least not at one in the
worning,

‘What?' Steven said before [ could say a word. ‘What arc
wounot telling me?’

Flinked at him, wondering how he knew.

U, Isaid, ‘T did hear something =
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™

. L . .
Jow do you l(t“ someonc vou've llc. . i 5. Big time. \\l"h}. had 1 believed Dy
Fov ) ard the; ' serew ed uj g
crazy? : " oy, : whoit: .im! of things, instead of Steven’s? Why had 1
i . : ! e ers * . _ i
[ guess you Just blurt it out. Whicj, 1 diq ! Hi""'-il "“; lies of a doctor who worked for o corporation
‘ : . . 3 - < B 2 . the .
couldn’t exactly hide it, could I? g, | allen 10! evil
- - - A t = . i - . - J
‘Do vou think it’s p{)SSIIJI{: ln.‘!}fhl':, whay wit] lr.nc\\ by, 'IC““‘“V‘ Because 1t had been casier than
= p . . 1y i syt WY ¢ n . R . et
and her relationship with me not bejp, b Py, j knet thing — the responsible thing — which
anc ) 4 the ;,““ & “ghl L e brother. Especially when
might have just. .. snapped? I hear she wasn’y ;]P i dob Ay helping Nikki’s: brother. speciall
i i : ’ e . actudtihy 5 SETN s's drama since
mentally stable person in the world (o bc'.;in With » Mgy, was & o wr;xppcd up in Christopher’s drama since
’ : - b 1) 0] 2] TCII :,
all in a rush. ‘People at Stark say—’ l Saig, rd be
‘People at Stark say?’ Steven stared

[ couldn’t believe how stupid and sclfish T'd
. B .
m, .[‘;]‘{id}-
al me |j pes
one with a screw loose. Which couldy’

kel viag

th heets worrying
* * |G
U possily ;
because I just had all my screws examineg

¥

H v ol% 4n Tl a1t
about nothing but me, when Nikki's

| been in $0 much real trouble and pain, What
e ha !

U, [-,aﬂlll‘.' h

and theyy

ople a ¢,.
I i .Sl‘lr!‘:

!.\' b{: 1t
been ruled completely tight. ‘What do (he pe

be concerned about, really? Whether or
id 1 have to 3¢ =
it

know? They've never even met her!

pristopher liked me? Whether or not people saw
hrs '

not G

‘Don’t be mad,” [ said. I was starting 1o fe

bra made out of diamonds? Fere a woman was
s bra me

me W<

ever And I didn’t mean my sore [eet.,

¢l worge thyy |

4 woman who'd sacrificed so much for her
T L L
nissing
£y |
I m 1.(.:;1”:’. Sorpy, l:idi-
But maybe, because you're her son, you don’t wan, lus' { bowed m
t¢
that—"'

o ? & - \
v head, so Steven couldn’t sce the guilt on my

face, and said 1o Co
See what?” Steven demanded. “That Mom woy)

v N Rt
sabella, who'd crawled into my lap, T'm
. : i L e scconds of uncomfortable silence
whole life to feed and put two kids through school sip. There were a couple seconds
., b Y
handedly because Dad ran out on us when | -

g : casilitan ARAT I
before Steven asked, his voice ¢ acking, ‘Who are you:

cn angd

you were two? That none of us ever heard from him again

but Mom still managed to get you everythin
‘ 4

wanted for Christmas, even though w

ified my head and just stared at him.
it? That when you w

g you ever “Wawhat?’ -

L= E . , i Le .

¢ could barely afford q mean it.” I wasn’t the only one who d been staring
; ; ake his disconcertingly blue eyes

nted ballet lessons because your best Steven couldn’t scem to take his disconcertingly b | \

: ' ¢ the slightest idea who you

friend had them, Mom took on an extra job, workingeven | offme. ‘T honestly don’t have the slightest idca who

more hours, just so you could have those t0o? And now you |

don’t v

ant to bother looking for her because someone at
Stark told you she

are. Because you're not my sister. You look like her. And
15 ofl her rocker?’

your voice sounds like hers. But the words coming out of

. « . . o 14t ) sy
vour mouth aren’t anything like the things she d say.
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A small croaking sound came oy of ,
: e, ny
managed to formulate it into, ‘I h-have At
b . . . 'S]’t
‘Enough with the amnesia thing,’ Steven " L
1 1 sy,

o ek g |y I : e .
aren’t Nikki. She’d never apologize (o me fy Ped. vy,
e .

'l“.\llhi[l o

You have to be some kind of twin they founq

: - ’ S0meyy

and put in her place for some reason, 1) admiy ;'“}""fc
. t 1

a good job. A really good job, since voy look ¢y ¥ dig
g .‘-:“-'l'\’]':
¥ i,

and, y
- » U i
I was resting on Cosabella’s furry head., . ey
: v head, ang Pointeq |

2 0a

tiny crescent-moon-shaped scar on the back of iy 1
; & \,

. - * . - e
her, even down to that = He grabbed my h

_ hagy
they do, carve you up to make vou look identicy)p ",
: ‘ cal? 7y,

I

must have smarted.” He threw my hand down again, ‘y
vou're getting paid a lot.’ iy

I didn’t know how to handle this. No one at Starl: |
prepared me for this, or told me what to do ip the eve ‘ﬂ‘d
occurred. Iwas starting to [eel panicky. What was] sup :‘ll!
to say? No one had ever not fallen for the amnesiq “l:t 5[t'i;
talked to hundreds of Nikki’s friends and co-workers ';n-l
while they'd all agreed the ‘new’ Nikki was a little su‘.’t‘n"‘gl
none of them had ever accused me of not being ;\'il:l:ib'-(l
all ... )
Ijust shook my head, look at him and said, ‘I don’t know

what you're talking ab—

You know exactly what I'm talking about,” Steven said.
Just tell me. What happened to Nikki? What, did she
get fired for geuing oo full of herselfl or something? It

w t be the firet 5 :
ouldn’t be the first time. Where is she, anyway?’

I reached up with a shaking hand to push some ¢

Nikki’s hair {v -
ki’s hair from my face. I glanced around the room ..
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;. at the tiny holes next to the halogen

; []It - . %
it e 1Jl'l'~-“'“""'d a finger to my lips and pointed
. Thet
TR, . followed my gaze, then looked back down
B, Steve ' i
d- A sccond later, 1 reached for the

r ; A
Ili““l _“ wils msane, !
 hit the volume button, The sounds of Shark
and ert
led the apartment. Ihen 1 got up and walked over
B :
s

o music 8Y

l'l'” ]]l:l}’"lg‘
1, and how much she needed to get seratched.,
s )

he loft’s foor to ceiling windows, and

stem and switched on the last track that

o th Lulu’s voice filled the lolt, crooning that

h_lll h

caci
dewas ¢

Then | went to'
o all open, letting in blasts of cold air and the

threw the

L of the (raffic from Centre Strect below.
couut

What are you doing?’ Steven demanded, looking at me
AVt dite
mented.

wiflwas de :
‘ « of answering him, 1 sat down again, and

But inste
ooked argently up into his face.

[ can't tell you what happened to your sister,” 1 said,
Lot raising my voice 10 be heard above the cacophony of
e television, the music, and the traffic sounds. ‘Tl getin
really big trouble if T tell you. Well, 1 wor’t, but my family
will.

Steven looked down at me as if I was nuts.

So you admit you're not her.” His voice was hard.

Inodded my head. ‘I do,’ I said. ‘T mean, Lam, partly. ..

on the outside.
‘What do you mean, on the outside?” Steven glared.

‘That makes no sense.’
i . . . 1] < =
Iknow.” I was staring down at Cosabella, who had gone

wmpletely limp across the couch between us, as il she was
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in a coma, she was so relaxed, in spite of 4 the
C Nojg,
jll q e Ot
b
.; lht[l. 1
ki
= lht‘

I'd have given anything to have been 4 dog
can’t explain it. But you have to believe tn:;. N
Nikki you knew — is gone.” ’
‘Gone?” Steven asked. “What do you mean,
asin.. . He looked disbelieving. > BOne? Gy,
“Yes,” I said. *She had an ancurysm, Iy was like 4 lie
ek,

time bomb in her head. She had a rare CoNngen; g
Senigy) brai;,

defect—'

‘No, she didn’t,” Steven said. Now he didn’ jy
disbelieving. He looked like he was going 1o bu:T o
Jaughing. ‘Who told you that? Did she tell you thyy» L

‘Um, no,” I said. I was pretty sure laughter \'-':I-sn’:
correct response when someone told you (ha your Si:hc
had dicd of an ancurysm to the brain. ‘1 never met ~|'€r
exactly—’ .-

‘Sowhat’s this BS about her having some kind of geneti
brain dcfc;jct?’ Steven wanted to know. ‘Nikki was healthy
as a horse. My whole family is. None of us has any gcnu;i;-
defects, believe me, and especially not Nikki. She \ilil her
head falling off the back of the bleachers in school when
she was in the ninth grade, and they did a CAT scan 4z
an MRI, and there was no sign whatsoever of any brain
defect. Who told you there was?’

I'swallowed. Then I said softly, ‘Stark.’

ey

-

em?’

| believe th
Il him 1 had pretty good reason to

and YO!
| couldn
o them
B I T T

ghert «d my bottom lip before Lreplicd. [ have no reason

Jewd . . .
ltlu.\[ 4 fnally. It seemed like the most diplomatic
i i Hds

't ]'L‘.:lll_\' te
That, if it wasn't for-Stark, 1 wouldn't be

l'-*ﬂ [

3 ‘!:; . - - -
answe k you something,” Steven said, leaning

et me a8 o o o\ . .
’ L “When did all this happen? You stepping into
s ’

for hoes, SO 10 speak, and her having this so-called
vt § LA :
Nikars s
o
rysi
ane lled,” I pl'olcslcd. ‘People were there.

isn't $0-C4
[t was during the grand opening of a Stark

was on CNN. It really—’
iid with an impatient wave of his hand.

Juowid
They Saw i,
\fegastore. [t

Fine,” he s
When?”

“About three months ago,’ [ said.

tle scemed to do some mental arithmetic. ‘Around the
ame time,” he murmured.

Around the same time as what?” Then it clicked. As
when your mom disappeared?” I looked at him curiously.
But . . . what would the two things have to do with onc
wnother?’

Tdon't know,” he said. ‘But it’s a little bit more than a

wincidence, don’t you think? And now, with Stark feeding

Qe ? T s e ” + il Yo - L . .
Stark.” He snorted. “The same people who told youmy | 0 this story about my mom being mentally unhinged—

mother’s a fruitcake.’
[opened my mouth, then closed it again, ‘Um .-
yeah,’

170

You're saying you think Stark had something to with
hour ;

\ mom’s disappearance?” My mouth had gone dry.
Vhy NGy : : ;
¥ wouldn™t Stark have had something to do with his
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mom's disappearance though? Sgayp, Spicd
' ed oy
e

and niglll. Stark knows everyihi alh p
L lhil]g. _s»h ;}
s
Isn’t it obvious?” Steven asked, ¢ aolk :
PR A o, % |
' 1!}'“,
ilhaul ;
al ;;(Iui
thi

ng, seey every
lesacy Is murder, 1

so paranoid about Stark, you can’, a6,
2 - 5 Nen lil[ .
without turning on every picce of clectr '

ic
M,
! nth

in the apartment. Do you honestly think
‘ 5 pla

dCp

iy

bugged?’
Instead of answering, I leaned OVEr 10 reqqy ;
e S " % ach fgp , |
purse, then pulled out my bug detector m

i . . and qypy.
on. The audible alert clicked faster and fasge; l Hhed j
' L the ¢

ufte

I waved the antennace towards the ceiling ang e,
1olgy

above our heads.
‘And don’t say it’s a picce of junk. [ sa:
: : I 4 Fjunk,’ I saiq, referring o,
the transmitter, *because I paid nearly five hundre
g ) dred dollay,
for it. )
Steven blinked. ‘Ohy’ he said, ‘it’s a nic :
. S8 5 said, ‘it’s a picce of junk, 4
right.’
€% Bepady BPEL e g e N AR 3 -
Iu::,n t, Tinsisted. Iknow they ve got somethingin her,,
recording what we say. They knew you were here They
Enow all sorts of things they couldn’t know otherwise!
T'm a communications clectronics technician,” Steven
said patiently. ‘With the United States Navy. And I'n
telling you, what you're holding is a picee of junk .. which
IS0’ o say it doesn’t work.”
Felva cold ehill up my spine. ‘Really?”
Really” he said. He ook the detector from me and

stood up, holding the antenna towards the ceiling himsel

Fhe clicking grew in intensity and volume.

ve those been there?” he asked, nodding

low on8 ha
. the holes: - iced them one
wards + 1 whispered. ‘T just noticed them ©
o on't know
i do .
) <1 e took : transmitter from me \
v o) e said. He took the transmitte \
{Not g(l 1 it off, then threw it down on to the couch.
. et
L gwitenic g T s
and g0ing 10 do about it?

MR 1 s Gag
N : woing to do about 12" 1

ol A 4 ’
ayhat ou mean, what are we

ayhat doy
sébed: omen e missing,” Steven said, ‘and Siark
‘o Wi ;
L e bnows why.
t'i”'"mbl'\ " o missing.’ I said through my too-dry
Oply one WOMA 1S NHSSIG, 52 ey :
RO g .o ]
s, 4 told YOU: Nikki 1s— )
L <ht. vou said that. Only she’s not really, is

iGone, TS 5 _
looked down at me expectantly from where he

aie?* He
:'iﬁuu-:!. _ i Al Beranse leaally she’s
o, | said. Legally, she's alive. Because legally, she's

i,

Steven st
wid, You're kidding me. Right?

‘[.’m not, I said. My heart was thumping hard within
avchest. I had to tell him, I had to tell him the truth. He

ared down at me. e waited a beat. Then he

deserved to know: It was fhis sister, alter all. T had to muake
him understand. “This is your sister Nikki's body. But her
brain is—'

Before I knew what was happening, he'd reached down
i seized me by both shoulders, hauling me to my feet,
and startling Cosabella, who velped. e didn’t seem to
Eolice thougl,




\

—~—

‘What the hell are you talking ahy, 0
giving me a shake, ‘How can this be i he g,
¥ Sistey

Suddenly Iwas having troub)e S bogya

secing him,

the salt water coming out of eyvey
Tean’t tell you,” I eried. “I'hey alread
o Yy

vour mother vanish. Do you really think |

]:“l!_t\.\ 1

B .

May hay, -

. e i Wan "
-yl . o 1 V. L 1
their bad side? You don’t understand, Yott d 0 gy,

what they're like, how powerfu] they ape
they have <

Steven's grip on me was pretuy hard, I g

' - AL

could leave marks on my arms, which woylq
) ; . :

good on the Stark Angel taping, if they didn’y |
Year's. ..

“T'his is crazy,” Steven said, giving
shake to emphasize cach svllable, Cosabelly
from the couch, let out a nervous bark. ‘
vou hear me? Every word th

nuts.’

in't Wdgyy,.
how L
W il -
a4 h'“lih:
it ll:u,',. '

ot i L h‘- \‘r

ki

1y

me anothyey T
watchin, :
You're crap s
4t comes out of your moy),;

T'm not nuts,” Linsisted. *Its called a brain transpla

My brain in your sister’s body—

Fhat scemed to stagger him. But he didn’t let g0. " Stait!

Stark did this? If Stark did all this — if they're really dois

this ~ then why doesn’t anyone know? Why haven't youto

anyonc?’

Ttold you,’ I'said to him, through gritted teeth. ‘Wees

tell anyone. Anyone, do you hear me? Stark says they'lly

iy

i

my parents in jail if T tell anyone! And they'll do it e

Whatever ideas you might have about going to the pre

(43

or whatever, get them out of your head right now: Ittt
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—

ess, PN help you find vour mom il

—

ek owns the pt
v mpalEe
4 1"
; e neers senine on me, SHow are
| Leedd, his fingers lopsening on
i 1 fe oS .

‘1}““‘

e Lo

53
y thats ) = i
- o do that? 1 couldn’c mention

wiltd ‘ [ woing i o B

o = { his crazy scheme with Felix, Firstly, it
AL o U b o r

..;M"I‘I"' was no chance ol 1t succecding. And

ity LRETE : Qi
pas 8¢ S It want Christopher more involved in this
cconiy i 1|1\ was. | loved Christopher, in spite of the
that ad ‘dmlll':-ln'ill-tm: me — or at least, the fact that he
fact that :“.‘::N. dead wirl 1 used to be, not the me I was
e loved S el

o ’ .
1 conldnt drag
:;.i'.\.

him into all this, not il what Steven
s true, and his mom had disappeared because

.-.::'.'a.‘lt't] e i "
. sened to me, and to Nikki. 1t was 1oo

i
{ it had hapi
of it

Jipeerous.

Andyeto..

et il Christopher and Felix really could do what

Ciristapher said they could ...

3 ' . .
1 know some people who say they can find hen” heard

myself saying.
Viraculoushy Steven dropped his hands.

“Who?' he asked.

It was at this point the door to my bedroom cased open

and Lulu stuck her tousled head out,

What's going on out here?’ she wanted 1o know, blinking
somng

Jeepily ' What's all this noise? Why are you yelling? Why's

Criial ;
Cosabelk so upser?”

Sterears Tearili .
dteven backed away from me.

DS . y . . s
‘\'“h”"_{.- he said 10 her, reaching for the remote. e

H |

—




switched the TV off. Just a family squabble, Go |
. el
i ley

bed.'

Luh
i e living room. Rather ]

ot aut into th 5 Rathe; thap Wonzs >
ity

]

Pin)

The,

i didn't listen 1o him. Instead, she cqy,
Rl

harclo
al negligee, she had on a pair of OVers;
*Stzeq

her usu
with enormous cherries on di
em,

flannel pyjamas

wged o Nikki and Lulu had had to roll (e e

belor
1Py

the bottom.
“No, seriously, you guys,” she said. “Wha’g up?
' " ey ir
. LY {\

vou listening to my CDZ
Yeah,” I told her, reaching up to push my long hai
of my eyes. ‘Everything’s OK, really. Go back (o iltdl‘r“m
‘No." Lulu tottered over and plopped down on ;r: |
couch next to Cosabella. “It sounded like voy guys “‘l.‘zc
fighting. I don’t want you guys to fight. I mcan,'I ,,(.:.r._c
had a brother or sister so I always kinda wished for on;;- :r
I could have fights. But still. What was the fight ;d;nut’.‘-rﬂ
I looked over at Steven. He was scowling at the \\'l'li:(»
carpet. Since it didn’t scem like he was going to say
anything, I shrugged, and just said, ‘He found out :!|J';l1:l
the spirit transfer.’ |
Lulu looked up at Steven, then reached for his hand,
which looked huge in comparison to hers, |
‘Oh, poor baby? She squeezed his hand. “You miss the
old Nikki, don’t you?’
gy ;;hv md lou :now :T.Imn-l 1 - ;
M1 c.omc ;i([ , ‘uggmg alfectionately on his pinkic I“ur‘
sitnext to her on the couch, He resisted, of

'
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g

Q.u‘.i
‘.i|ht'f

aft

petter d

o

ol

i1 do. Well, me and Brandon. We evenwent and
aved ’ ' . A
b vom the hospital afterit first happenad.

i Nikki
like it 13 :
y the Geientologists.
. [ them. The old Nikki was just gone. And this new
0' here Lo take her I)l“le. We've decided we like her
o though. At least T do. 1T don’t know

he old one
y?" Lulu looked from one to the other

nlr_-'.t‘.

:PP"'{
in't
10

ut we thought she’d been avietim of Al-

e die Only it turned out it wasn't

an t
don. Wh
-
s that @ ])rol)h.m.
15 4 ) = e
l n just shook his head. ‘T nced an aspirin,” was all
Greven JE=R -
fie said.
put he le
per, where he s ds '
Led Jike @ man defeated. I didn’t really blame him.
{pone + it | .
Poyier need a neck massage?” Lulu was asking him.
ough he didn’treply, she was already reaching over

¢ Lulu pull him down on to the couch beside
at with his head sunk into his hands. e

F.\'cnlh
neck. ‘I give totally good neck massages. They

y Nikki to Jell-O. Our housckeeper Katerina

And she was trained at some of the best

10 rub his
just about turt

raught me how.
pas in Gstaad. IUs all about getting the tension out right

big...

What did you say about finding Mom?’ Steven asked
me.
Tknow a guy,’ [ whispered. I was desperate to make the
swation right. Although 1 wasn’t sure how it could ever
be right again. His sister was dead, even though he didn’t
seem to want to believe it.

And of course somchow I el like it was all my fault,

wen though I knew it wasn’t.




‘What guy?’ he asked,

A euy who's reallv good wi .
e i ith COMputersy | Sitig]

Sitig

e !n|g~ :

y é - 531 g} !

L up. ‘e savs he c: P i the

pick up vs he can find vou, Mom. lofy s

Softly enough, I hoped, for none of th VS0
e

Ididn’t want to say that this guy yas the
Sl = o ouy

old cousin of someone 1'd been crushing o e,
& 3]'1('0 li ]
5 E I;;l'
9 ) al clluugh. He the
at me while Lulu kncaded his neck Weir " St

seventh grade. Steven looked suicid

dlyv )

= *. d . .

massage didn’t scem to have the same effy ey Negd
: i .

Lon h;
neck massages had on me., him Uiy

‘How? Steven asked. ‘How can he find
s 3.9 ' r whe
police can’t? hen y,

15U sa
I don’t sce what we have 10 lose. |

‘I don’t know.” I whispered, ‘he it vs |
+5 he eap, Logt
SRCEPL everwits . |
. . o . ’ Fythiy,
including my life, when Steven found oy “this gy ing, |
» 5UY wag
adolescent. i l
A ey poe T Ll T T e H
When can we g0?” Steven asked without furihey hec .
. * USila.
tion. .
[ felt my heart lurch. I hadn’t expected him o agr
. ’ i ahlee sy
quickly. What was I doing to Christopher? To Feliy?

On the other hand, if their plan worked
be no Stark to come after us later . . .

» maybe there'y |

ol And mavke NELLT T : :

Yeah. And maybe Nikki Howard was going to be the
next president of the United States.

it ; & 3 x

Um. In the morning, I guess,’ I said.

‘Great.” Steven nodded. *Let’s do it.’

Lulu looked pleased. ‘Fantastic? she said, applying her
clbow to his trapezius muscles. ‘And you know what? You're

feeling less tense to me already!?

e wr i

-
el smile : and
cqve her a briel smile, then gotup
o Brevet & i Feally beat. PR o
NS (owards hev room. ‘U'm really bes
qding ' B
LN . orning.
w7 poth in the nie ! . et
hi YO the door Lo Lulu's room, he paused,
s o the
I le got i
e - : Dhack © .
wie? | qrned 1O look back at 1
BT LS N )
e f ald 1 call you?” he asked.
| S ‘ a3l 1 « s .
it “ almost annaturally soft in the large
: :

C h‘()llll(lt:cl

¢ shouting match.
d, even though it was so late

ity that never slept. Onthe speakers,
4 cat. Whatever Stark was

My voie ‘I'he wraffic sounds from the

Jfier o8 at night. We
p Jows were lou

. o
4. after all, in the . .
pivedy s \aking noses like

s N N
fu Wi as bound to be conlusing

s -u]m!'lhis conversation, 1w
g
i]"“ v
]
thetn- Sreven. IU's my name now.

wyikki, 1 said to

¢ me for what felt like ages. 1 couldn’t have

qared @
He stare e 4
« his expression if I'd tried.

by 10 TCE :
- and disappeared through the

Then he urned abruptly
o, closing it quictly behind him. [ glanced at Lulu.
¢oon - L L
Well,' she s
¥ 3
e, think that went OK. Don't vou?
I collapsed on to the couch beside her with a frustrated

aid, with 2 big smile on her freshly scrubbed

soan. It was going to be, I knew, another sleepless night.
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Iifleen

“I'his is so exciting,” Lulu kept saying,
Io’s really not,” Lassured her I couldn’ figur
she'd insisted on coming along. Well, actually, !
to get a good idea. 1 just couldn’t believe jy.
sure it had to do with the six feet of

’ I\\"g : .
A8 Sy

"“l!ng

s l)[.{_l“’

S8 stt'ltlinr{

[

anline
along the hallway beside us, doing his best o, ke

ol o N o liclslt:m;
shoot out of his cars at the realization thay he wag of.
places, in a Manhattan high school. » 0Lzl

Worse, a Manhattan high school a¢ seven fory

the morning. With one of the nation’s leading ;r:n

supermodels, who was smuggling in her minizuurn:]n,u;uﬁ

» as her best friend, the celebuy
daughter of onc of the nation’s most cele

in a Louis Vuitton tote

ante
brated iy,

directors, struggled to keep up alongside her, despite the
fact that she was wearing a pair of five incl heels. Tt wasn'
like anybody was staring at us or anything, as we tortered
down the hall beside one another. Much.
WhatIcouldn’t believe was that she was being so obvious

about it. Lulu, and her obsession with Nikki Howard's
brother, Tmean. Iwas glad she'd at least dressed somesh
normally, in vintage Jordache jeans and a leather homber
Jacket over an Alexander McQueen shirt (1 had to wrestle
the Chloé shiry and Citizens of Tumanity jeans I wanted
10 wear away from her, Which was ridiculous because I'm
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Her than she is, so 1 don’t know how she
oot 1t ; e
w100 ret away with wearing Nikki's stuff).

Lean Bt i
L st
Ihe
ﬁ|ﬂ

\il-u'll! i ok o,
Up this carly, for a guy: I guess 1 shoulds

. mn . o

qill VI

U

(k- Whet

T paw Wt : | 38 .

st few e prety stupid stufl myself, T guess, in the
NI i

fone »

I dinosaur-sticker thing had failed, in the
1 Lhe %

L I'd come back to school alter my surgery,
s .

H . F i | e e
R e blowdry every morning that Christopher
oy UL * ¥ b
| st en noticed, worn a surprisingly painful (Stark-
. il CVE i h AN
pad 1€ [ course) push-up bra that, ditto, he’d never even
ol COULaL
E,I_g]l{!‘

J below my chin to admire.

dlance . ; T s s

:jhi jess 1 know what it’s like to be in Lulu’s designer
gl ot

| shovs.

| : weited to be at TAHS? Belicve me, there was
. Jut exClte
|

hing exciting about being at Tribeca Alternative Iigh
:.:-i;",-.:'i':‘:lﬁ Steven had already pointed out. It was actually
he opposite of exciting, if you asked me, -
put then, Lulu had never been in a real American
high school belore. She was looking at all the students
;;_tlv.'{'. passed them by (and as they ogled us in disbelief,
whispering, ‘Isn’t that . . . ?’), going, ‘Oh my God, she’s
o ate!” oy Isn’t he sweet? like she was talking about
puppies and not actual real-live fifteen and sixteen-ycar-
ods. Itwas as if she didn’t realize these people were just a
searor two younger than her,
The truth was, because they hadn’t been as gifted
wenctically as she was, they did look almost as il they'd

Bty _
“seended from another specics.

Bl it o ) : _
utthat was no excuse for Lulu’s behaviour,
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ain boy would admire me ... U'd given mysell
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Especially when she saw Prids T
arvoup of junior varsity cheerleade s B m::;- "i\t oy
and cried, ‘Ol my God, look, ’Nikki‘! =
Iridal’

Irida freaked when she saw g il
Her friends” jaws all dropped as well, ’I‘Iu(-\-::l]I:!I'IF'I
me upon occasion in the TALIS Cil!irtu;-i;;, :\‘]]

HtTe

'ClliSiI]t’: C.\'IC’IICIC(I as f:’ll' as han]bl”.;.\r and ;
G

Ll

big deal she o,

Nikki Howard was no longer quite the %

might have been. i
Irida had brageed to the :

ggc em that she kne,

: ¢ kney, Luly,

pretty sure nonc of them ever believed ey

I Wi

B :j“:s h(([: 5 :a,_, Lulu Co.llms = who had graceq the 1o
arpets ol so many movie premicres, the covee. o
many magazines and the arms of so :nanf;r :T::b ﬁrij
and-roller boylriends she really should have [h()ug];}l :“f
about dating (but who was I to criticize. seeing as \‘,;if
Howard dated some of Lulu’s boyfriends as wall tr: .
e o ‘;[I,OIIEI:U}I“L,M:, as well, behiyd

son, g down the hall wowar
them and greeting Frida, They stared at her in ol
awe,

‘Oh my God, Lulu,” IFrida cried, looking as if she was
about to wet hersell, T, . . T can’t belicve you’re here. And,
Nikki! This is amazing! [ was just talking about the twodf
you. You know, about your party?’

‘Oh, you have to come,’ Lulu said. ‘You should all cone.
[Us tomorrow night, I’s (o dic for, really. Everybody will b
there, Mare, Lauren, Paris. They love it. IUs the best.

I'could sce 1he girls doing quick mental calculations
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\are Jacobs, Laurcen Conrad, Paris Flilton.

e » . 1=
breath, to Lulu, ‘Lulu, they can’t come.

i pheads =
oy het? hea
o wler my
Thool.”

§0 s 4y ’
looking blank. ‘So are you.

i : s s
en and living with my parents.

* |
;;]1(’.- n ;
e in high s¢
he

'\\"{t“!

.];"[ I

Could
o 1t ' X
assured him. ‘Come on.’
da and her friends dispassionately. “You

' Lalu said,
m not fourte . .,

meone, Steven asked, ‘explain what we're
sOIMEoNe, © . “ ,
hought we were trying 1o find my mother.

Joing het 7
A\ ares '
I looked at Fri
't come 1o our | .
‘-il'ill’hcd Lulu's arm and began steering her away.

| I"' ] ~ - - -
i ince | heard an all-too-familiar voice

(e however, S
Cand a second later Whitney Robertson

yarty. You're under age. Come on,
aavd G

P

‘oo I

Al Nikki's name
R4 L] : y
her alter ego Lindscy and boyfriend Jason

was upon LS,
Klein not far behind, oozing Axe body spray.

Nikki, hi.” Whitney was eyeing Steven hungrily, not even
pothering to hide her interestin him for Jason’s sake. Their
cclationship had always been full-on dysfunctional anyway,
ifvon ask me. Which wasn’t that unusual, considering I'd
long suspeceted Jason of being a eyborg. ‘T didn’t know it
was bring-a-hunk-to-school day’

Steven looked appalled. T didn’t blame him. Whitney
s like tooth decay: you didn’t have to know her more
than five seconds before you started to realize she needed
tobe removed.

Awordingly, 1 ignored her and kept going, hecading
:j‘”lllt:is‘. l]‘l.t!..C()l]l[')lf'lcr"!21])‘, even though I could hear

¥oerying, “Nikki? Nikki” in the distance. Lulu

fllowed :
VECO e - ol WY : )
e, making sure Steven stayed close beside her by
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\\I /

Leeping i hand elamped on the frong of his itk i, he said, ‘i’ this is about your mom, I
didn't appear to notice. Rl Sl,:“:" .I'{,nii.- A
What are we doing here? he .'m!:t:tl:lg::in ‘I I|l.|-.1!:|'[“’ﬂ'—|-],“ thing you asked me for’ | said. “T'he
But I'd alveady reached the doors g tlu:.l. [ta\\- Gy q h:l\'f’ .' |.r:i'-“j"5l po, OKZ
which Christopher was just leaving in ordey o :l.’r thrg,, l;_lr‘--x“‘" rd').,h[-)\'cld gaze SWepLover me searchingly. [expected
Speaking before the bell vang. As alwiys whc:—,t’l 0 I)"lilit [ii:‘l’h“"f’; mll- (in
my heart skipped a beat. “Today he “.‘ Uy ask @l

Sy |
48 wesp by
Ramones T=shirt under his leather i

acker, 1
il a litde damp at the ends i et His g,
still a litde damp at the ends from his morng, Was
. s o S P Y sh,

and his jeans were as for m-=fitting as ever, Wy,
To say he looked surprised 10 see e Sl
e woy)

understatement . ..oand then [was followed by
he surely recognized (he was as upset w

for butchering the direction of (he

I be an
. I.ulu, Whop,
tth hep fathe

. Sourngquest oy,

I was) and a moody, six-loot male blond version of )
o . i o1 i

Christopher’s jaw sank nearly to the Noor i

‘Uh, hey,” he said.

I need to talk to you,” I said. 1t wag dilficuly 0 et

: S¢t the
words out when my heart was hammering go hard iy

5 50 I My

chest. But I managed. i |

NI RS i W L
Now?' Christopher’s gaze drifted past me towards the
clock langing in the hadlway. ‘Class is about to st

art,'
Yeah said. Treached out and ook his arm. I knew e
didn't feel the electric pulse that leaped from my skin w
the leather of his jacken, But @ sure did, *We aren’t going to
class tothy: We have to po to your cousin's house.’

Christopher shilted his backpack from one shoulder
|

Ganother, looking from me to Lulu to Steven then back
agaan, s expression was Hnpissive,

Jik|

s, The old Christopher would have.,

= (O ;
L ](;ht'iﬁ“"’h“r wou

'l'il*? {}]l

Id have said, ‘But this is the {irst
e of our junior year Colleges will be looking at our
estt

set his semester. If we serew up, it will be held against
¢ this semes
gr.'ttll--"

\feKayla Donofrio is already a National Merit Scholar.
- G
s

. ]

o omess this up.
oeanl MESS

We et

Bt this wasn't theold Christopher Thiswassupervillain
- christopher: . L

He looked me right in the eye and said, *Let’s go.

And then we were heading for the nearest exit, even as
prida, who it rurned out had been trotting behind us the
shole time, was erying, ‘Wait! Where are you going? You
os? The bell is going to ring. You can’t just leave.’

1 "Ur:ih 4 cab,’ I said to Christopher, "and tell it to wait.
Flljust be a second.” I peeled off from the group and swung
around to grab Frida by the shoulder
Then [ pinned her to the nearest locker with one hand.
To say that she looked surprised by this turn of events
would have been the understatement of the century.
But this was oo important to play the kindly big sister 1

couldn’t let her mess this up for me. I had Steven o think
of,

Go to class,” 1 told her *Forget that you saw me here
today,”



‘Where are you guys going?’ ghe ..
can’t cut class this week, 1¢% ﬁnals_l\r(:d:u“d W,
T mean it, Frida,’ I saiq. “Tell yq wli Nuyyy, Wi
thing. None of you saw g’ FOUE T Ny i
‘What's going on?’ Frida WHS S gy,
How: Hhing g logy,
And you know whar? She h . "t":’"-';'

ad a log 1o be g
C,hristopimr'-“ sh r
L T L

and wiys

‘Where are you taking

But I'd already turned

and towards the doors 1hrough which T - Wihey,,
and Steven had just bailed. H, Chrigy -
|1|L

T'm gonna tell,’ 1 heard i 3
- Eon; » T heard Frida calling afyer
it, Em! I mean, Nikki! Waj 1 SRR e, i,

1ry

. - =l
Her voice was cut off by the heayy meta] g

e | - 3 - . " '1

school slamming shut behind me e,

as I hurpjgq

" oy y,
and drizz]e, thy

o the ,

side steps, in the bitter cold -
.'.':;iI;_.'.:_

cab.,
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Sixteen

houting urry!” to me = as if the taxi she had
; shot b1 ;
wis =
|,1|1U
cpst CHMPCE
g coming,
c cor
iting O the ¢
e k P s - i
{is face had sct
Jdook used to being pulled out of school cvery day by
s was W ¢
hew

i i ake off without me.
ped into might take offwit .
I'm coming,’ I told her. Christopher was
ner with his hand on the open taxi

tled back into impassivity again, as

models and their entourages.
aper : 1
L exactly,” Steven wanted to know as [ slid into

AWhere, W .
back seat where he was sitting next to Luly, fare we
the baes ¢
o
n_:{llllgé}
o "”li‘;g"}’ : I .
Christopher; who was scated up front next to the driver.
at L :

s cousin is a computer genius,” Isaid, pointing
 was pretty surc Christopher couldn’t hear what we were
aying through the thick bulletproof” barrier separating
[h;- front and back seats. The driver had the Bollywood
music turned up prewty loud. ‘He says he can find your
mont.”

Steven looked confused. ‘He's with the NYPD? What
was he doing in your high school? Is he a nare?

‘Um,” [ said, beginning to sce some inadequacies with
my plan, *no.’

Did you see that girl’s top?’ Lulu wanted to know. She

iasapparently talking about Whitney. ‘It was so . . . trving
109 hard.”
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‘But he’s with the governmeny» ¢
ek A {(:\'(-
I

he's got some kind of Connectiong N
agency.’ PR
‘Not exactly,’ I said to Steven, ik
‘I mean,” Lulu went on, Iy was py .

z acyy
And not in a o av Y . Cally ¢
good way. You didn’ 3

. ¢ Ste.
wearing, Steven, did you? Thay wirl ],':EL e l"Dl:h.
Are you telling me, Steven g, ;la?r{p- |
and Cosabella, whom I'd let gy of :\n\?c’ .
prancing on his lap, peering cxcile(![‘v l‘0lc
around us, ‘that he’s really just a hig)... .
You know what? Christopher h-b
front scat and was looking back 4, us thy
barrier. It was clear he could hear us afye f)'llgi
‘tji)uu}: music tu}‘ging us o Soniya dil s m:";;;'"’ despiy, s
o't worry about it. If she’s alive. Taliwomn o
Justsit back and relax, all of)foa.:.bI,t’I::l'\ i
: Which was exactly what a supervilla; ‘
Especially as he was taking you to your c*cc: "’_ ey
Butwouldn’t a truly thr{::ucning;r SlJ;Jcri\riljl-lflo;].
waving a weapon of’ some kind at ys? i
.Ycah, 110, not so much. Also, we were all heading ;
this of our own volition, Well, more o less. | gu;:se ;‘f“i‘ﬂ ’
have a choice, really. It was help Steven fing his\mm::rl
or let him go public with what he knew. I could just \‘zc‘i:
now w2 Steven on the national news, making a}:puals for
help finding his mom, and then casually mentioning, fud
by the way ... the girl currently occupying Nikki Hovard'

body isn’t e ; :
Y st really my sister. T don’t know who she is, b
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Jease do an exorcism to get her the hell out,
+ calat
pody P
Hu'hl] : } M)
oy e
3 Ip{! {;() OV

on her €¢ ‘ . ;
on the other end of the ling, ‘you have to

rer knows to deliver cverything through

! )
~ al well with Stark, 1 bet.

erre )
lphone next to me. *No,’ she was

i
Lul W

01
P T
MG
‘-.;\ll L

cOne

e SUre [h‘: G 1 l 3 H 1 . s r- +

ke Jevator in the back. Last time they made a few
e eleve .

from the front and they scratched the brass in

10 v

d the building management got really mad.

evartor an 8
1? Good.” She hung up.
.« party all you ever think about?’ Steven asked. He
s this party <

jed really 1t

u looked past m

ated.

s ¢ and over at him. Her expression

Lul

e @ nncd.

was st . i L el

: No. she replied, ‘of course not!
o, she ;

I¢'s just @ partyy’ Steven said. ‘T throw partics all the
i I::'_ 50« 7

e, You get @ keg

and you pour out a couple of bags of
You put on some musicand you invite your [riends.

E].flf['ﬂ.'lh:.
. S b
s not that big a deal.
Luly threw me an incredulous look. Since T wasn’t

avactly the world’s greatest expert on parties, I was unable
weontribute to the conversation. I've been to some parties
with Luly, it's true, and they seemed a bit more complex
than gefting a keg and pouring out a couple of bags of pretzels.
The last one we went to involved a fire-cater. But 1 figured
ldlet her handle the situation.

Thisisn’t justan ordinary party,’ she explained carvclully.
Sushi chefs from Nobu are going to be making hand rolls

onthe ¢ N TR : .
b} iill., spot, Ihlfl{_:‘b gl)]llg to IJL.' C\’Cl“\' !}.Pc ol Cil“ ll({ll(.‘ll'
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;' vou catn imagine, with bartenders
astrologists. I'm having a chocolage

hat little outside deck. £
i - ¢ deck. And DJ Drapy, IS o Mallyy

spinning.’ Oinggy

e, . Shoo gl Sioy,

Steven just shook his head. “Why? ) "

; : . : yVare,,

/ that? Who are you trying to impress?? e yo
‘Impress?” Lulu said the word as ir

/ i ‘ said the word as jf i, Wag
. not trying to impress anyonc -’ Whj

ving 1 S5 anyonc “‘lllch W

s . asn’t e
Lulu’d been spending a lot of time | te

: e g ately tpy;
Steven. Still, not in a bad way, the e R
¥ < Whitn

and the rest of the Walking D Cy Rolzgm )

cad try (g IMpregg

me. Everything L °s, she .

Everything Lulu docs, she does fron, e )

1 e AL " H 0 Aty ;

a hundred per cent goodness. No one whe ; Vatioy ¢
ne

could ever say otherwis - W her ..
ki isc. Steven, ’'m sure, Well

o . reanr 3 - F - s ‘LS ‘i .
with the way things were gomng, and nepye -JISt P
moin. o ahm“ s
I hurried to intervene. ‘Lulu likes o entertain,
She’s ¢ Py : i wd
She’s compensating for a less than satisfactor i, g
. . . shilbes e i : ‘ -}\l g l. y
She’d really like it if you could be there.? ok
Steven hesitated . . . then, sceing my ¢
. § feXpression, whio
e ks T oty % which
as beseeching — T was sending him a telepathic me
which rez o i L ‘ A
read, Come on, dude. She has a huge crush on /
diss her. Just say you’ll ik e
 youll come o her party. I don’t care if she’s e
your lype. " youdl ¢ I Sl
_; J bpe. Just say you'll come. Come on, throw the girl a bar
1¢ shrugged ; sl : |
iy, ]Tg,:,d and sank more deeply back into the seat s
osabella’s panti ¢ il
ey -( panting made a steamy spot on the windos
yeside him., ‘Sure OUI'SC i
Sure. Of course. I appreciate the invitation. I
sounds great.’

Lulu wrig
4 P 1¢r ,rJ L " o L . % . .
ggled all over with excitement. ‘It is going 10

f:(}()

st
At pom th

nthused. awe're having some of the trapeze
1 she © ; o
el aue du gpleil, you knov

re :
pedt L Cirg H% :
s [ron i ceilings are so high.
be able to see them

v? They're installing

sogat

¢ ceiling, because ot
eaky! People should
all over Manhattan!’

almost the entire way to

johbs f
’ '(li"g e b“

nr windows from

vent on about the party
P We | g 5
hich we finally pulled up in front of about

{ was a nondescript attached home in a

|‘u|1

wlin's houses W
'c B

ates later I
_looking middle
¢ cold, miscrabler
¢ looked up at mew
2 Why would you do this to me? — that T had t

._ ”r’ﬁ;‘_ :l'!t‘”.i’!.
e ; .+ back in the tote, where she snugeled
lft ey 2 st s e

happil
Then,

ChristopheT le

front doot,

knocker and let it drop.

o I have a bad fecling about this? Steven asked

-class neighbourhood. We stepped

(en min
ain, which disturbed Cosabella

Jeasd nt

jinto th

h-sh ith a perplexed expression
M § B

0

¢ down again.
ducking his head
down the walk and up the stoop to

against the steady mist of rain,

d the way
ihe where he lifted the American-cagle shaped

door
“Why d
iited for the door to be answered.

e as we We

qell be fine,’ T said. Though T didn’t actually believe
this. Especially, T suspected, when Steven saw who we'd
come 10 VisiL, .

[ wasn’t wrong. A minute later, the door opened and
a pump middle-aged woman wearing jeans and a Stark-
Pmnci sweater with a sparkly American flag on it cried,
‘(:hf"“(’lﬂlcr! What are you doing here on a school day?’

Christopher smiled and said, ‘Oh, they let us out on

winter break aly y ;
ter break already in the city, Aunt Jackie.
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\unt Jackic beamed and said, ‘And Yo
o ..
Felix? And brought your [riends? ey, Swee Camy, o
3 e (Jr . S
vou a nice boy?’ You 4
B, f{\rl.! ‘

If only she knew.
‘Well, don’t stand out tlmc in the cole
’ .-\l!nl ]'IQ;‘

¥ '1

cried. ‘Come in! Comein .,

Felix’s mother shepherded us inside, Whepe
\nd decorated in everything you coyly b:'“.h
Megastore. I'm not kidding. 1 recog Y
shelving unit, a Stark entertainmeny set

brand television. Felix’s family haqd the

!l]/(_(] i
v ”-‘il‘r.:

Sy,
living room, down to the matching green \2::1):?})[?“‘ Stay
brand love seats Christopher’s aunt ang uncle w“d S‘“n
in to watch the Stark Shopping Network 1 mgldunl

even smell Nikki perfume cmanating from o
t
(1ddl,d 1o I}

!
Ti

|

i Icmui.i
It Jacls,
e hc!
n, \1”'
<mvlhlnﬂr really,

a fairly noxious combination when

had something baking in the oven in the kitche

perfume didn’t go well with food. O

You're just in time,’ Felix’s mom was s
T'm about 19y, ;lm

aying, umﬁrm-p "

my suspicions, as she bustléd around.
batch of my world-famous by ownics out of the oven

‘Gee, that’s great, Aunt Jackie,’
Maybe later. Right now we have to t
downstairs?’

‘Of course,” Aunt Jackie said with al
would he be?” She ket looking
At first I couldn’t figure out why,
were Nikki Howard and 1,

15 before on Lntertainment Tonight .
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Christopher sig
alk to Felix, Is b

nervously at Lulu and me.
then I remembered: we

|
[
|

augh. ‘Where else

ulu Collins. She’d probably seen
. . Ot Lo mention my

T

et

)

wh

pad

o I!]H"l

felix

31 el

nart
dow

sho

It wasn’t as scary as heading into the Batcave
less posters from the movie Searface were scary Which

k
op ([\\]l

5 ing she'd ever bought.
about everything she d ever boug
she knew us, but she knew

o just
lace how

Filt l.!' ¢
yuldn’t P
uh.u )
rm it couldn’t be every day girls came ovel

ich,
Felix. Or, more like, ever.
ay hi to Felix,” Christopher said, nodding

follow him as he made his way across the
ing towards a ncarby door. ‘W ¢’ll only

or little
IJu\l 11’() 5

ad for us 1o
1 car ]Jbl ’
(e. We won ' stay long.

"rhi
gl you what,” Aunt Jackic said. Ul bring the
\( »
A o 1o all of you. Would vou like some mtlL with
N
4 Hot cocoal IUs s0 cold out .

I us was in
s Mo dppau,ntl\ hadn’t noticed onc o

HL%
s OK, Aunt Jackie,” G hristopher said. “We'll be

Tha ]
sen the door and T saw it led to a long,

-+ He yanked 0f
aircase into the basement. Christopher started
€

ow St
and, apprchensively glancing over my

¢ stairs «

i the $
at Steven and Lulu, T followed him

ulder

[his, I knew, was it.
exactly.

Unless poste
were what greeted us as we descended into Felix’s parents

basement,

They were everywhere.

They covered almost

every bit of wall surface in the basement, giant blown-up

posters of Al Pacino, who starred in the movie, in all sorts

ofdilferent costumes and poses.

Someonc, 1 was beginning to suspect, had a bit of

gangster complex.

e
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It wasa't really very hard (o T,
was guessing it wasn’t Christophe' -‘\u"“ i1
The basement apparently Served ':”‘Jil(?];j“_ ",
as well as an exercise room. Theye “"l;s- o

which looked as il they hadn't beey, :‘(;l l SClop
well as a treadmill from which big of lay tcheg it
to dry. At least down here, though, vy Ijq"." Wepep, 3
sickening scent of *Nikki”. The ajr Sn'u-“ ""“f”th:’l Smepy >
detergent. sy op e
Acornerof the base

centre. Well, of sorts. Compuer Monitg,
S thay

ment had bee
N Conyep
Pledy
0;
o et en oser 1 ' :
as if they'd been scrounged from other peg “Pheary
I i g cople’s
cans hung suspended from the ceiling by wi s Sttty
Biiigec. covds Sonvesof S Ry What logha i
ungee cords. Some of them also sat oy mill el .
o C:!!‘lm;.
B )

perilously leaned on entertai
: : nment conge
soles (‘5 "
S Aotark.),
“Utang

of course).
Sitting in the middle
figure worc
g wore bagey ;
baggy Jeans, g g,
: LS |

of this construer;
: Struction vy
hunched figure. The o iy
velour shirt ¢ iple go i
hirt and multiple gold chains. He wag lavi
; : - e HAY
online game involving a stick shifi PN
Die,” he was sayi e
> 1€ Was saying to one of the many ¢o
- i - n- - - - L '- . ]II ] o
monitors in {ront of him. ‘Die, dje die, die, djer e,
- » ] » s UIE,
Behind me, I sensed rather th
Lulu crashed into him.
e e ; F
Oh,” she said, ‘evcuse mel’
too stunned,
Ldidn’t blame hin.
The figure in front of the

an saw Steven freese

Steven didn’t react, He wa

computer monitors turned its

¢ ol his teeth were <‘:1ppud in

o ST that som

n

g :'\'-“d : a Toirpmi

e ) o ren’t. Just braces, 1 ;

L e exclaimed. My man And you've
ailed off as he saw just who

il i she ) . )
hriste! : * [lis voice 1

s visito!
iT e w“:l‘“:w' was @ strong possibility Felix’s cyes
] [h{m}:hl o, far out of his head that they'd disconnect

i lmlgt" hi:q .t'nlil't?l}- ... especially when he saw Lulu
" e mt“";i;:l:'., however, he pulled it togethern

" it m“l"'id adies! Hello, Welcome 1o the Men’s
G ; 'l"“;’c vou here. How thoroughly excellent of

(4]
Did the matriarch offer you brownics?

i ) cOme. R . 5 -
ot ) be kidding me.) Steven’s voice, behind

wou have gol 1€

was wooden.
2 chance,’ 1 said to him quictly.

‘Just give it

.] i1l not give it a chance.” Steven sounded like he was
T 5

“I'hat is a child.’

0 gu':mglc(i-
Felix, evidently overhearing him,

being

Ay conlraire, mon, frére)

aulledupa trouser leg to reveal an cvil-looking black plastic

;.hrviu.- attached to one — surprisingly hairy — ankle. ‘Does

wis look childlike? T assure you, its anything but. This is
Lstate-ol-the-art in-house arrest-tracker system. Tamper-
wsistant. Communicates wirclessly to the docking station
upstairs in the kitchen. Is conneeted to a transformer and
the phone line. It will notify the police the minute I step
sutdoors, Hardly something your average fourteen-ycar-
old boy would wear now, is it? But then,” Felix added, with
s pointed glance in my dircction, ‘I'm extremely mature

[1'.-.’ T 4
my age, as 'm sure you ladies can tell)

héad. I recopiis: § ==
I(..(,l)glll/,(f(l I'CIIX 11‘0”1 [h(: other dil}’. He SHI”L'EI.I
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e

\ ./__H__..-
a bit ol

vl 1o know his cousin was
averted, as if he

Steven tensed up and looked ik, fia |
the kid. But Lulu laid a gentle | € Was al ho hi
3 - s { age ¢ h; i iy e WY L .
: . g wnd on hjg p My, < qopht Lecping his gaze
soothingly, ‘Oh, Steven, come on, Lig, G | T o™ mostly BECPTE ; | (F int
) - . wHleieislon N thyy, . LW e ettt - sseape ol nto
it a chance.’ 10 Niky;, "y, et Wt oid the whole situation and esci
" W _ " “Jugy . s g0 - Asked, Nikki, do you have that
Christopher, meanwhile, was [eqp; et jictle world = @& 2 ’
W AN o for?’
¢ . i o . s t Or.
support post, a small smile playine . 5 up 4. coowtt T asked you
1 ; : PRYING Acrogg fyiope | Oty v ation ¥ Christopher was the one who'd
‘Everyone,” he said. *My cousin, Fej; IS lipg, ¢ st o s sartled. GhTE S s '
’ > TN Peliy, e on T ; me like @ non-celebrity. To the point
N Bvers, ated B ' ) :
Yoy, yet ; (reated me like a non-human at umes.
st res

i _\\'5
..{-‘ ,‘ h[‘. nh]]l
:LL'["

wi

“T'his,” I said, pointing, ‘is Steven—»
now I felt about ratting out Stark 1o

Christopher held up a hand. ‘I thip) it .
5] Luh;;],:... be, |

L yeab 't sure -y

ix. On the one hand, I honestly didnt

il it we keep it anonymous,” he said., Mes
as we can, considering there are eclebiin, *llll, as nony,, Ll we
us.’ . '\"p“"-“l:tm::nml.u! I-’_ opher and Fel ;
‘Don’t think just because you're famoys k {;]-":l:hcil‘ plan was going [()‘\\'(ll‘k. i ".I.wth e mlkn\\g
Ms Collins,” Felix let us know, ‘thar 12 1S, \Is I‘IO“"'HI;E,.,J u!n"-! stk which according to L.hn.smplu:l was the
: " gmug to trey ..Iu the -Of )ur;:liun in the entire world, Were two teenagers
S pagest €011 able to take it down with their little

'!fl\’f“”"': / an ! if ]
Al H{.IL ”IL\ ll]dn I A} (.)llfd lf }'()Ll were ;1[])‘0”1 0 I
L'I':[[[]n.\' ing ! ’
ultﬂt : i[\ ““lo“l:
¢ Ee ] -

lady. I actually know some celebrities - g
friends are celebrities. the » T S0me of gy,
ends are celebrities, though I can’t mention Ny beg, | pack?
“IUon nage, + h. 50 not
3 Yeah, s0 RO ;
¢ hand, they were so going to gel caught.

On the othe

One of them was
s of things, living in a bascme
nics served by his mother all day

course. because I’ i
urse, because I'm too chill = and I know ho
) . + o ‘\' b
get when people make a big deal out of (he; Upset hyy
.. - € . ¥ o ) - !
] l 0 lil(,ll {a“il:. S{le,.'g Ilil'Cil(I\" wearing an il!]klt‘. l)!'aculul ;111(1‘
apoul s o]l “w \ ; - .
the celely 1ty thing fromt the look nt, playing vidco
Lames and eating brow
___on the surface the most ideal of existences for a kid,

actually kind of horrible, with his obviously

don’t have to worry. I'm cool

) I(-.\Lf} mee I”, 1 Cs lll
& é ( o dnces cI ] -)‘(1[(1 l]l(: Uﬂ!\ lhlh"
4 “ |

we possibly could say, under the circumst

s Y ances, which ya
Um ... great. Thanks.’
The truth was, people said this kind of but in reality
st s kinc i ionships wi itics’® i '
of thing to me 4 made up relationships with ‘eelebritics’ and delusions ol
't the kind 2
for Christopher?
No, of course not.
) *p : 1
But if that was true, would 1 have gone o school this

candeur, Was that really the sort of future that 1 wanted

lot. LEver !

Everybody wanted me to know they were

of person who was i . : I
person who was impressed by celebrities, and that they

“.'Ur . 1 - \
¢ somg o treat me like a ‘normal person’
Except that just by telli i
n ptthat just by telling me that, they weren't treating
me like a normg N
) nal person. -
- moming, pulled him out of class during (inals week, and
197
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dragged him all the way ouyg o B
house? 0klyy Sevenleen
[ wasn’t sure. But I} ' el

asnl s . 1ud (o o
-R()I'ne

days of doing nothing buy runnj;
g

detector in my pocket were over Aroung Wiy,
3 b

‘I’s Doctor Louise Hjoe;

L o sC [’l]tr(r“ Sy

s s5ins, y

“That’s the username.’ rd " b waste any ime. He turned around and headed
P l‘ [ ‘\I( o - & > i c g

ater chair in the centre of all his

. '_\r([id
pel for his comp

EL [ said, remembering the way Dr
ind het

}sﬁ

. l k4
[)2155“’0'( )
wers had flown over her keyboard, ‘is Miss

fliggins's 108

R d, all lower case.’
Kity O

wor
' Felix said, typing.

Sweehs . ; : ;
aid, taking a few steps forward, so he

ayhat,’ Steven s
Id see what was coming up on the computer screens
cOuth =
J flicking
i b
missing mother?
' said, ‘what T had to do in order to get them

before us, ‘docs any of this have to do with my

qe's just,
o look for her
and we're men of our word,” Felix said. ‘Behold.” He
ceached for a bunch of papers that had been spitting out of
o of his many printers while we’d been standing there,
dien waved them in the air. “The last known whercabouts

of Dolores Howard, also known as Dee Dee, also known as

your mom.”

Steven snatched the pages from Felix’s hand as Chris-
topher came over to watch Felix, who, completely uninter-
| wtedin any of us any more, turned back to his keyboards.

[ {IJ 1 oy le 2P ) i P -
Er ) oes it work?” Christopher asked his cousin. ‘Are we
L]
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e

8 //,//‘
}_ Ol yeal,’ Felix said, sounding please, Wer,. . { .. auention was completely glued to those
II “Nalt 2 minute.” Steven was lm)ki".‘-; dowy, “; o e . et all lu_bl_.w‘r(-,[!u:r computer screens, I hadn’t any
{ in his hands, shuffling through one afie, ilm:nh:.l_lc p:.’,::h | ui’id si:spilf'(.-lq;' to get started on his diabolical scheme
’ at cach one. This doesn’t say where she jg, - -'_l’. teri, | ‘:mh‘ e “-:n:::;\mrk Enterprises and avenge the wrongful
| her Social Security number hasn’t beep useq [h Jus x:;-,.: ( ‘ﬂ pring {1‘0“ :\.-\r":ms Coagirthe had never even bothered 1o
III for any new jobs or credit cards or places li\'.-,uﬂl_..giht;'* ' :!ci‘l “’.“"[,T,c was legally alive.
I'I disappeared.” "ee g jes W ile .:‘Ull:ld at least have looked over at us. He could at
;I “That’s right, buddy.’ Felix’s fingers few = put he (‘q'li(l Le was Sorry: A mans motherwas dead!
- Leyboards in front of him while the Varioyg b he | peast ““"';,E\h1.15[01;11(:!' must have felt the intensity of my
ﬂic;kc;'cd with information that, to me, jyg, il)('I‘in;litg;:L ] *Wh.ﬂl'-.- i;c finally glanced over. ‘What are you talking
jumbles of numbers and incomprehensib]e data, Red fi, e gince

Bur = I felt my blood run cold on Stevei e
‘Christopher, you said Felix could find hey? chalf _

‘Unless she’s dead.” Christopher didn, even |
looking over at me. He pointed at one of the co Y0the
monitors and said to Felix, ‘Look. Look at thay '

Mpue,
I know,” Felix said.

) 9

E ll!‘ eyt ~

'tim‘ lix Jooked over atus 100.
Jeh

% > Ty @ M Tt N vy
D (2" he cchoed. 1 didn’t say she was dead. Did 1 say
I3 l:; .

s dead? No. No unidentified bodies fitting Dee Dee

she “”1,,; age description or dental records have turned
ard's a8

Howal

here in the past few weeks in any of the databases 1
apywie :
updll,

Lulu crossed the room, her high heels clacking
cement floor, and came to stand very close

on the
she reached for his hand, the one that w

Lo Steven, Thep

€

apy? i
st holding 4,
pages of information about his mother. She didp
anything. She just reached for his hand, then Sque

czed g,
He didn’t scem to notice.

‘So you think his mother is dead?’ I demanded. | didwy
mean tosound harsh, but Twas angry. Not so much at Feliy,
because for all his brains he was just a kid who thought he !
was a gangster, and didn’t know better, But Christopher.T |

knew he knew better — he should have been showing more |
concern for Sn:w;n. |

200)

d...whichwas all of them, by the way.” Felix shrugged
i .:-'1'1cd back towards one of his keyboards and started
f:l::);:!gaill with lightning speed. TU's possible, (:'if coursc.,
!il’“ someone corked her and then threw her in a lake

omewhere. Iloaters don’t usually pop up to the surtace

antil spring, when the temperatures risc and the gases in
the bodies start the decomposing process— :

‘Hey, man,” Christopher said, prodding his cousin in the
dioulder. “That’s not cool.”

Felix shook his head. ‘Sorry. We know that’s not what
happened.”

Istared at him, not surc if T could start fecling relicved.
We do?'
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I

We do,” Felix said. “Take i look o .
Sreven quickly flipped through the Pge foyy,,
. . b T Pigre x

he found the fourth page. “T'h PAges iy, .
e g

until 3
are 4
C II]\. n :IIII!.

records,” he said, sounding a liule

P i"C[*- il <
you .« - - 2 ul“'nus .
But Felix cut him off before §; i,
PREVER coy),

question. ‘Check out the withdrawg)
- o her last few ce WAl she
before her last few cellphone calls, € g,

‘Her cellphone records are here? 1
- Lhow
s5a DI
oadi 1 ; : ; "illg § 'S"'l".'(-..
reading the page in front of him, he 1o whil,, oo T
» He ool le
©

voice trailed off. Then, his cyes wig
. ¢

d up ,
d doyp.,,
3

P savingg ,

and asked, in a shocked voice, ‘Nine (}
T o ' Ous;
withdrew nine thousand dollars from, | 1san
e _ e
before she disappeared? And no one beg 4
this to me before?” ered 1o,
Felix had already turned back (o hig |
is ke
CVhos,
ard |
Iy,

il

cvern
‘When there’s no sign of foul play,’ Gl
% Christoph,

waze as rivete o " Sa
gaze as riveted to the computer monjgop "' said, b
S "

as hig cous;

i e ]
there isn’t exactly a reason fe
actly a reason for the cops 1o d n's
. 0 :

d lh("'ﬂug;h
even hil\’c :I:.

foi,-;,-nsw_;zcc:ou-ming investigation, if ihize
manpower for it, which they don’y, usmll\‘r‘
‘i\ : L . : ¢ l’.‘
Fo ]_O.:_‘::]c';':‘ IJHitl}-- common bchaviou:;’ Teli .
o ¢ heading underground to N addeg,
withdrawals. You want (o go off ¢l n-mkc large caq
flashing your Visa around Bt the grid you cany y,
» Or using the ATM. They] fiyg

[rom. she doeen’ mom’s runni
_ ) Sl.uu doesn’t want to be traced Shie’s . el
everything, >he’s paying cash for

vou in a red-l .
. 1-hot second. Whoc
. ]() ELE e y

ever your
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lown al the pages he was holding.

kennel, tor God’s sake. She's
e — or even the IRS,

wed back ¢
ming
I the polic
Who wonld she be running

zlug-grun ;
in t:'nuhlt: wu. ’
ter = in her life.
M“‘?‘ &y Chl'iﬁluphcl' said. He said the word as bleakly as

s e wuuld say th
“}“W“i:; .Sm\'cn flung hi

e word death.
m an incredulous look. ‘But

hours - Christopher nodded at

W $ m-‘c!'ll':"i(mr v "
reens in front ol him = ‘And

{ computer 56

Wl Ll bring ¢t down?” Felix let out a whoop, not
pind @ Lid his age wou

ullh WL il

L eove? the patt
L wn't a il

A lhif; Wi
' ctual roller

1d release upon plummet-
icularly steep summit of a roller coaster
ler coaster. 1 doubted Felix had

. on AN i coaster in his life. e just

‘1o a roller-coaster kind of kid.
is left hand for Christopher to high five.
{;hriswl’l“”" however, ignored him. Felix lowered his hand
sglcupishl}t

¢ this i wh
ased. In fact, he so
k into their computer system
' He looked at me. You knew

W this is all about,” Steven said. He didn't

ound ple unded disgusted. You two
i1 -

. TR, " L1 o
arc going 10 hac and “bring
Jown” Stark Enterprises?

abiout this?”
“That’s what they wanted,’
about my decision? 1 was helping

[ said. Why was he trying

1o make me feel bad
b, Wasn't that what ke wanted? ‘In exchange for the
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—
J /—\
~

./-

L : e
information about your mom. A g, N
] Starl
employee username and password.* Y admr . i in]
P e sl ord, Ning,, Jighteen
Great, teven sald, Je l(”)k(t{] ‘I()\v r-':|'l;__ .
his hand. And we still don’t have (he I'" A thy, b '
vy - Shg “Dag,
my motn 15 He looked over at Christop} Bhtey, id, Py i
. : lep; L ETE
can they be so sure she's even alive: and ..
: alive? §q LT
D20me Xy 7
held a gun to her head and made he Neong Coy) iy, 1 Frida said.
A Tw g ! .t . <
grand, then dumped her body at the | “hdl'm\. th IF*::;-, i ll'l“.' pe ! 'n,’ in the make-up chair at the Stark sound
; . i 4 e b Ay, P gunns i
like the kid said. Olton, of y Vi, | [ fully (his dress rehearsal would go a little
o . e . tlop® ‘ 2 )
‘No.” My voice was soft. “You said s} lay, qudior 1 c-;u‘l'd?‘-"‘ﬁ fivting and run through.
; she top) h ; an Yest . ; . s
her If someone took her by force, the 90k hey. d% pettel th dragging my little sister along withme hadn’t
SEL : i i Y woy 33 T eourser oLk g
dogs. Christophet’s right. She’s on )y Id hay, i 1, Oie i part of the plan.
; ¢ ¥ ; ]y bEC !
be.’ run. S, | the | ) e worried about you,” she said.
s o qust @ I
ddanced over at. Chtis tr fm) et was AlLAC
I.‘.;f‘:nc(.d over at Christopher and Felix Y i, the make-up artist was attaching the last of a sct
paying even the slightest bit of avtentj % Who e, I li' i(lll"‘l faux-lur eyelashes overmine. [ was trying not
; on ; " B div N ; g . ] ; . )
they were so caught up in their world of (g Lo us ap,, i ! ot for fear of being stabbed in the eye with a pair ol
P " ol desyr L7 Im\-c d
in Christopher’s case, at least = revenge. \ SMCtion 34 B
renge. We di BLILR \peders: s :
¢ dids ““‘I dn't know who that guy was, Frida was saymng,
i di
1 thought he might have been

them any more. Maybe we never had, exee Vexig, 1
could get out of us. ? EXCEPUfor why, t}m-,
J:ct’s_just go now,” I said. ‘Come on.? |
We started towards the staircase (;:1[ )

I)I':Ill-d imitation Ugg appear on it. :\ 5‘(-}(‘: Lo see g Stagl,
,i{:jcl:u:’s l\-'U’l'(I{': was calling as she cam;: 'flz:.: P
w_,l:]j::;lll:'ﬂ '__f;m ;il(::fc brownies for you! 1“;-03[:? s
e ok who I found outside. Your lite 6 -“Jln g
.s';:m'. you all ran ol so fast, you lef1 her bel ].“ c,[”c"d' She
. Following right behind Aunt Jackie Ii-(:lllclll.(]'
ol mugs containing steaming hot l?ll(JC,{lell{‘ lt:ti:,:m'\lt-n]"
R o was my il

sister I'ricda.
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{0 Sll‘.\.’(’;l‘l.

rel’crring ' :
e h]..!}pini; you or something.
.‘«“ e g 2 . . .
s reallys [ said, ‘isn’t a good timc 10 talk about 1t.
we talk about it?’ Frida asked. You

en can

out it in the cab back 1o Manhattan. Why

Pt wh
souldn’t talk ab
talk about it }]L:rc':'u

e, | wanted to tell her t
d (I'd checked), everyone

his is Stark Central. And

can't we

Brcaus
ylile the room Wi
ping Jerri —was listening.

't bugge

mead

Just like the caly driver on the way back into Manhattan

|
|
Lad been listening.

Besides, the less Frida knew, the safer she’d be. OF
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/'//l '.I
\

II|

1. “You :41:'1;)1“:[1 oo, ‘Ill

\

-
course, she didn’t know this. And if she /
have :=‘=_~’1-,:cd. : l::;('. she { 4hout }'rnu?' Fﬁ‘,‘“ e ' 1t he
s sha.mpt':d on the chajr Bt ""H.’,g, wihe 1'-1"10 Bruulcl}-n with a total strangets "1 acdimit he |
the Dolee & Gabbana backpack py .;'(Al Min, ol .1 '.'-1'-""11 ‘Ihtll""‘ 4 id. ‘Fle’s Nikki's ‘ |
ook o ple iy s ,:dg_rc] .‘".l‘"‘i‘i e ﬂ‘. ;mt A otal srranged [ said. ‘Fle’s Nikki s = 1 mean, \
miscrable. She’d been lonl:ing like '”' he ],;‘(}!;Q( b | hﬂlh‘f""‘ i . o |
i i85 Yoriam el bt e o) p lc‘ti:;,g;.: !?’]’]n:: ‘:t:u-;_:d at me with her "“‘.“fm hunmng;}pt;n tjl ‘A
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R ml;} A ; you caﬁkl (el she was enjoying every f_"‘omcm ol this, ‘_‘-.\'_t-,lq
vours after vou just stormed out of s 1€ driver foll | -‘. agh she had no idea what was gong on, OF who 1'-1.:’1:1
school Ji, tha , ?Ih i :) Nikki loward. She was just enjoying the fight. ‘Are
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(1 mlc] |:| ‘n“ here for @ rouch-up? I.'izwc a f;cal.’. s
" » Gabricl said, looking with loathingatalt her

L 1

it was a matter of life or death. If (hay lady w}
‘Who wag
malki;,

h i l (13% i i ¢ ’ e ne i

! talking my g
S My cay

off about the fact that Nikki Howard v
basement visiting her kid, I would h; i
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€3

lot sooner to rescuc vou.’

‘Frida,” I said with a nervous ¢l:
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peushes and powder pufls. Tts only a dress rehearsal
Gabricl Luna,’ Fridabreat hed. Her checks immediately
vé. Un, hil’

[t was obvious he recognized her.

| puest into flan
Gabricl studied her.

at the Institute back when he'd visited me
i — after the accident. Just who he thought

They'd met
¢ — we'd never exactly discussed

| ar rathen Nikk
e was in relation tom
it - remained sketchy,

How are you doing? Frida asked Gabriel before he
could say hi back. Her sisterly concern for my well-being
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18 uumn*nl’m‘”y lost as she Lrected her i
2 ] ] I 1 - ,.
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i i amed hen It probably 4., 1.
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him to wearn, a pair of pretty tighg rasE

the vest that matches the tuxedo sy
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But only on somcone as attrac
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because he was followed by his son, also v

but at the same time

that was because Robert Stark’s shir W ps
his throat, and his bow tic was actu  possi,
caring a qyy
s alook of extreme agit
dressing room before the Stark Angel {
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Brandon Stark really w

E

ation, ys if the

ashion shoy dress
ast place in the o)
anted to be.
specially when he saw me. We hadw’t communicaed

with one another since (he awkward private plane ride
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st ¢ bl[ hes wentoffas the CEO ol St e
f Thasie appear in ¢
cark men. b .. Our photos would appear
S
see of ¢ ety
e 1 s {OMOrToW Mol nng
apers
eI ) ol
i . NnKS. ) N . :
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s "‘”;‘ ztll':'llllb .I ;{H(JW, but we've got the Stark stloc:i
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R E he Stark Quark ad (only
Ly . ' - of in the . peal thing).
“Thank you, sin’ Gabriel sajq. He L ' pe 5O fond npiysi‘“”’ not the ll: L s
' ' hole thi The P oRed > peen an el v user-irendly <
| bafiled by the whole thing. The head of th "“lnlll | ;-'fdl"t d just o and times Mmore us
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. A e @ * Stapg “n W sy L i sried
how Important they are to me. So we Wanteq r e | 4lw don kept his gaze avel Le
to Sy | ' . Bran ¢
g il | ae 1y oL " not.
you got these. sy, | gt his fathe i he knew 1was lying or n il
He snapped his fingers and Brandoy, Stang | pebt Lt el lon’s dad said with a chuckie,
. = £ <1 i!] - | [l-gl 5 Bl.an(
im with his scowl decpening again . Shee | e l€ il
him with | I & again, Weng, LT it (o knows : ers laughed. . Ea
annoyed voice. “in a | i pihe reporses .thing about handing out ire
o itk @ : o wned sOMeE 5 & e g
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v e 3 Sn]” | Ty it s or S e )I)()SC : e
wavering. “Ihe bag. © Moy, | B o celebrities & ] ked, in the same hearty VOIce,
; Fy I % i O - asyed, ;
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r he'd apparentlv Bee : Vehy, | et an: C—
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ori s 4 BN 11T} - RGBS, y = n nt LUE
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g A SIUe | i (U o?
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s

> ark Quae.
colour: red — which he handed 1o Gabriel, ~dark
‘Happy holidays,” Robert said. ‘Fij
hope you enjoy it

; e ass
.« comething scemed to pas
¢ our gazes mel, something s rced at
L, Al o - Taweas so surprised ¢
framome! ,i b know what exactly. Lwas so sur} ,
' ; n ink, to be
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petween | said, I hardly knew whe
2 1 v sald, ¢ f
Stone off ) . prandon had s
G |Jg‘l- | hat bra
*l-i |} W
Gabriel looked down ai

the computer,

Lonest.
impassive. “Thank you, sir’ he said

His face Wit
again, It wag hard 4,
the hell is this auy
n high on my list of

And here’s one for you,” Robert Stark
down into the bag and ﬁshing oul , O
Because, you know, pink cqu An FON! Irida had just called herself an PO

‘Oh, gosh,” 1 said, gazing down at the computer ['d

wine stonily
31 as glaring stonilh
- s eone, and Brandon was g
it was gone,
And then
| -..,-("], s r“\.‘
| et : Stark asked, when he finally
s ) 's this?’ Robert St wsked, w
tell what he was thinking. But Wy s | ud who's this? Robert Stark
‘ 1 wine | §
’ red var At e g . . g
me this? would have bee guesses, : iced Frida.
said, reaching
a piﬂk Qllill'k for me.

ified. © .. Just a
i i ding mortified. ‘C'm no onc. Jus
Oh, Frida said, looking mot tihiec
als girls.

|
I (5, 5k
' fiendof . .. Nikki's,
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down into the red velvet bag, ‘any gy

gises sl . F . o wily e

is a friend of mine.” And he id of i
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out q gy i

Quark and handed it to her:
O
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ant thing.
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thristmas! Thank y ; aren’y y ald jus i
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- ¢ Ve g e € E
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PSR L . s
et Or mavbe. they'd send Dr Holcombe this -
some of Stark’s

the arm that wasn’t
b as wrapped- ar
: ound e
11 oy
if .
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T . e . T8 ol ; :(:,'.
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world? It would be all over Fox Busiy chegy iR
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.’.\I 1 . o H
id not just because it was a cute g
- Shot ¢
Ather,

1.
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sickening really, watching the way §
oivi ey G ; ’ @Y otark '
giving away somcthing for free, ¢ k OPeraeg
individual didn’t eve # Somethi
. dual didn’t even know she wanted Mg thay o
arating e, Bl e 3 anted, and (pye:
‘I gin l'!C a [[;:(-;]]ng of gOO(i\\'iI] [ UHI.\ HI""-’IE'
and the ) : Owards 4
p the company . . . and tietiling ards !Joth hir
fully Quark fr suring that Frida you .
¥ LU rom now on, with L would ,,
able to ] » with products she: "
} o buy at a Stark Mecgastore ¢'d only J,
That’s why ; ]
g 1y the man was a genius, Ar .
‘Well,” Robert Stark sai - i nd a billiongir,
Flav ' stark said. “Happy holidays 1o |
'C ree g 2 ThyR ' a
& a great performance. I have (o be off, you all,
e . .o ¢ . G an’t ke }
investors waiting.’ off. Can’t keepii
He gay p
- ave a I i ” L
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. £ ] angon
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Jly wanted 1o scarc me,

ymy family.
alk abo

B s
b g il they T
s “

{ 1 i Ihl'f-::“CI

sosed 1o 1 ut what had happened 10

¢
i w;lsn’l supi

ae of course:
) one had eV

cmey 1 saic
ark turned in the
wantly from his interl

er said 1 couldn’t talk about ...

I, “Mr Stark?
doorway and looked back,

ude with my sister.

But 1

Robert St
ill smiling plei
. yes, Nikki?” he asked.

[ was just wondering,’ 1sai
pat | didn’tcare. [ knew I had to keey
about Steven’s face down in that basement, and

. My heart was in my throat,
y going. 1 couldn’t stop

(hinking
iad to do something.

my opportunity. Maybe my only

And this was

gpportunity.
Do you know where my mother is?’
’- There were a few scconds of silence after 1 asked this,
smywords sunk in. Then everyone began buzzing among
demselves. Her mother? Did she just say her mother?
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Pardon me?” Robert Stark
. ' S .
raised. W, hig d
4 . 3 irl
My mother” said. Lwas awes ! e
T sSwelre thy;
seribbling my words down franticy|) i i
. e ® =LY 50 “Pop
4 - — o " S0 e e v i
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Ul A | ot vt
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e. Soon
d had given them
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e sations an
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g S0,
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Cword ‘yee; i. alhy,
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a suin:l'mu:l
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B oo o ] ‘ vida, of course, who A
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d unders Star 4 :
1 ; g i
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g - | in tef
Soa, | gttt o), i :
H And il your oM Went missing = especially around
as front-page stuff.
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iy, | jnyoW

huﬁ(l:'-}'s

able to shed some lie
ble to shed some light on where she ¢ '
:she could |,
ave t
SNG S‘JTI(;" it

‘No," Robert Stark sai
; ert Stark said, shaking his
8 4is head, g, .
> Sy,

disappeared. ‘Sorry, kid. I can’t hel
1elp you there, ¢y, ,
] H :'".". 'E',i?"

'\’OU thﬁl(‘: at ﬂ“.!
IFIU Cl’)llldn’l SCC ?
lh l seem to g(:[ out Orl}]l:l'c f
al. dnaor e i [
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h Wit |
|
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: bL - o L] o H
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; arounc 'I'h{,‘\." % < vinge b
[ shoved micre s,
3 icrophones :
i .ii es and came
‘ 1SHe Nl = Qr‘h )
asked, ‘Nikki Howard, is it true vou
Your motti

Is missing? Wi !
g2 Would you care to elaborate?”
.1t turned out I did care to elabo

I[ “(l.) “{,ll(l ])“[ .« .
(l[f: L Y a[ IL 2 - » e} in
d I d

Oratleast:
cthing 1 needed to ge

: AWhy didn’t you

ast cnougi, ey | fi

eporters hac

 thought we We

Il Frida anything. She was Loo young. £

—that w

i 1worked it right. Lwas thinking

{ my publiciston . ..
Nilki?

it could be,

as o1l

B
1 tell me about your missing morm,

iz asked in 2 tight little voice after the last of the
I left the dressing room with their big scoop.
you could tell me

re close enough that

a about? Of course 1 couldn’t

;',.-'rriflig.,
And it was too

1What was she even talkin

dangerous.
The truth was, ['d forgotten Frida was even there.
1g at me now, her

Which was probably why she was alaris

eves filled with tears.
15



\\ e /‘
We just work

 between s anyway.

Don’t feel bad,” Gabriel saj
Jon't feel bad,” Gabriel saiq lightly |
dinner with her last night, and she diduy 0 Lrig, ; | i o
about it cither)’ Usay 5 g b ping : l
ight?” I Yoy, "t : lad she was distractec

T ac D Iy . O, Ll . s lll(l ()f alad she was ¢ .

Last night?" Irida gasped. “You guys | b || o iy TS MG B "
last night?” She couldn’t hay ? Al diny,, he ! ,c what r’d been domg in Brooklyn, anyway.
i i Sl P ave sounde Tlog . i me W : . . LT

cd more Woupnq S, | jom askilts he be mad at me for going out with Gabricl

{{:( %% T at she . =

l fiy pette’ th I,innnccnlly—- than be wanting to know more
X . \'t:\.c ) . - “y . -
all morning with Christopher.

G * 3 . oF Ll . "
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: Imag
s of (;
i .
s 1'd been doing
hat wasn’t why she was mad.

and me actually making out.
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: ) 2 c gl d[)bc(] SOM ol """5(- [ or not ent e lems ded
rehearsal. As friends. lc,l}nn,{ e | Who are vou?' she demandcd.
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It was too late though. There were e []]I]'ILC(! down ¢ : 1
g more ’
OF¢ hot g, | you know who Lam .- - T
g8 ol y 10l ehe oy i 6 vo doine : 18 stu
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- Yes 1018,
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be happening? ‘I'rid: 3
> ? ‘Irida, stop—’
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‘What’s going on?” Gabriel asked  Frida said. ‘We changed all our plans for you.
: g on:” Gabriel asked, looki ewi '
Wt . ’ ng bewildere ing ¢ scausc ou. !
Who's Christopher?” g bewildere, ading camp because ol you. And
‘No one.” I said, “Cabriel. woild woudon’t even carc
3 L. . 3 a O # e L . ) - .
alate T ! , would you mind leavingus | shout Nikki's family. Because yow're turning into Nikkit
dl()l’l(, {0] a IHOI]lcnlf” 5 . abonl INLRRD S 1d HY. L cCausc }Gll re tul l"l.lnn IMLo IN1 1.
Olieourse” Cabtaletid Backiber [ felt something inside me go cold. “You know that isn’t
Rt Isaid, backing from the room, a wary ’ i i il
cye on I'rida, who looked like she # Ritlgaaty e, 1 said, through lips as numb as il they had been
s Wh d like she might go supernovaany | smeared with plumper
i ,‘j » 3 e !l - . el 7,
You're the worst sister;” Frida snapped. ‘You don’t even

(are ¢ any ¢ LY amily?
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minute. ‘I’ll just see v ; . B
Just see you onstage, all right, Nikki?”

I g : : g 3

had to admit that hurt. Everything ’d done, T'd

e
I.h;ll’d be good,” I said to him. As soon as he was gone,
.I V.vhn'lf':d towards Frida, who was glaring at me like I
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done that beecause I'd been so hurt

Christopher: aby,
But the fact that I had gone through with
model thing so Mom and Dad wouldn’t be iy, b lig Whey,
the contracts they'd signed? I'd done thay fo, I'o‘](umII of
would she enjoy living in bankruptey, with ne Wi.p; tida. g Gy
Couture? 1o h"(*

And she had the nerve Lo say I was a bad o—
. v § Cr
‘Go get my bag,’ I said in a cold voice. “T;
of it, get a cab and go home.’

‘Gladly,” Irida said, just as coldly. ‘I cany bel;
HEE

decided to stay here for Christmas for you. I wig},
‘I'

ak(: Mone,, oy

Ve Wers
going 0 Florida after alll’ e

And with that she took her new computer, oy
)
from my wallet, and left the Stark sound studio

She was crving as she did it, but I didn’t care

ad of cag)

Or I told myself I didn’t, anyway. She was just a kg
‘ : IR

A jealous kid. What did she know about anythine? Sh.

was just mad about the Gabriel thing, and the fact thy

[wouldn't let her come to Lulu’s party. She'd get over it

She’d have o swere sisters. We T i
, ¢ to. Wewere sisters. We fought all the time. We
always got over it,

I'wasn’t turning into Nikki Howard. Sure, on the outside

I I Mir foyes .. .
looked like her But on the inside, I was still me.

\ » o ) N .
Vaso't 12 T couldn’t wait to get home and tear into my

stark Quark so I could play Realms. Right?
Iixce
ot I;I L

[osce 1 v er? . e [ e
PLtwasn’t going to he that fun without Christop

to play against,
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(9]

her

- da Jeft just as one of the costume assistants came in
,“ v wings: fastened them on and escorted me down
ith ™ corridors 10 the backstage arca. The rest of the

there, milling around. Kelley waved when she

nd hurried over.

A
r|~, were

smed "
‘Oh my God,’ she said. Even though she was shouting,

. was Lind of hard lf). hear her w'ith all .lhc 'fm?'?’ing {rom
he Gtark investors. ‘Can you believe this? They get their
own private pcri'curmancc? Just because they've got stock
inthe company or something? This is ridiculous. Somcone
should complain.’

Seriously,” [ said. Except that 1 didn’t mean it. The
truth was, there was no instrument Lnown to man small

enough to measure ¢ how little [ cared.

Maybe Frida was right. May be 1 zas turning into Nikki.
Maybe this was w hat happened to stunningly beautiful
women. They just got to a point where they were so jaded
about cverything that nothing mattered any more . Their
hearts turned hard as stone. Mine certainly felt like it Or
as heavy as stone anyway.

Up until Alessandro hissed, * Ladies! We're on!” and we
were lining up to begin, the techno music thumping so hard
it scemed to have reached inside my heart and seized it
and taken hold = thump-thump-thump = and Veronica turned

around suddenly and pinched me. Hard.

‘Ow? 1 shricked, rubbing my arm. Sorry, but no one
whose heart was made of stone could be as sensitive to
pain as I was. ‘What did you do that for?

You know.’ Her gaze blazed like twin lightning bolts.
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_____________—————--'-___-_______________—‘““\-._
\H--.-

AVhy won't you quit emailing Justin? py,. d
‘ d . * H'Sl YR
.' like that any more. He's mine. ik
JTky
Email him?" 1 glaved back at her [ hyg to s} .
5 lllu!
I

|
sure she could hear me over the Music, ¢ .
¥ {h(ll].[

f anvone!’ Cing;
You're a liar” Veronica shook her heae .
L her silk

I & -
hair shimmering the stage lights, ‘He g \
S5 ln“'lf(l .

things you wrote. You're pathetic. You mjgs him, |
- ¥ c‘

I now.’ S i,
I swean,” I said, ‘T am not emailing voyp Boyfy;
} rlunll- ]!'\

J someone else—'
_fr ‘How can you stand there, lying 1o my face? y,
| wanted to know. JJustin told me he brok, it “ﬁ -%nir.&
' been trying to ditch you, but you won't leg j 0.’ by
| I glared at her angrily. ‘I told you. I don’t knoy,
" vou're talking about. I haven’t been l':ll]ilililngl,gj:: “:'5;:!
[ some other girl using my name. Which iSO’y l".i':;n" .l“
| Now, you better pay attention to what }'Ou’ru- doi i
l‘ you're going to be late onstage. And don’t pull that lt"::’[hfI
| _ihmg agz:m because next time Il speak 1o Mr Stark by
| it Hflr] he H. boot you out of here. That Il guarantee,’
| Something very much like fear flickered across Verop.
ica’s face and I realized I°d finally gotten the upper handin
our relationship. It was sad that I'd had to invoke the nan:
of Brandon’s dad to do it, but what choice did I have realls?
The girl was trying to kill me, and for something [ didn'
even do. Some wacko was trying to steal her boyfriend arl
vas using my name to do it. How was that my fault?
Looking scared — until her stage face fell into place lit
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L sailed outon to the runway. §stood thepe

L \'{.[Ullitfi A
LR 15, waiting for my cue = the *Nikki’ song ~

fow 3¢
S TTI L
ondering

Al
for a
LAY 108
;.[\- lile pelore
oL heen
Tk I.li"lf' :\"()\\' |h;
i ]n-nhlum was, he thought T was dead, but

The only
o tell him 1 wasn’t. And he wouldn't like the me

scong
how evervthing had gotten so complicated,

the accident hadn’t been so great, it was
in love with @ guy who hadn't known |

ot guy had finally realized he loved me

ks

i},‘.k‘!‘-‘-
[ coulds

L ANYWRYS because | represented pretty much
[ s oW ANYWen )

he hated.

‘.‘-‘-r\'l]li!l?f )
so did a bunch of other people, Hate me, 1

\feanwhile,
mea i |

L hard, being a teenage supermodel in the twenty-
first century.

Then | heard it
“[he thing of it is, givl ... inspite of itall. .. Freally do

hink .. - T ove you!”

The problem was, it was the wrong guy singing i1,

And as [ moved out on to the stage = carcfully putting
one six-inch heel in front of the other and giving my all to
my sassy catwalk strut, a knowing, catlike smile plastered
across my face as the Stark investors cheered =1 knew my
heart hadn’t actually been turned to stone.

Becanse it hurt,

It hurt 2 lot.
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Nineleen

Steven wasn't in the mood for a payqy,

Neither was I actually. T mean, Stevey, |
5 "I(l“’
5 t
. ¢l dregs reh
investor after-party. signing autography |

the night before at the Stark Ang
Clrgy

phofl).\‘ with Stark f_.;:nicl‘pl'iscs CXCCUL v l}511:5, b

be so thrilled 1o be there.,

Nor had he woken up the next day and dpqe |
= 2 it e £y b4 < hgc( ]’il' .
to school for his remaining finals, op Shih Neely

» lll]!\ ‘“{)l!ll(l

toqf;,
day before -

teachers whose exams he’d missed the

. b
them to let him reschedule. *VEgGiny

I'was the only onc who appearced 1 care aboy
<
I (“(]I)?l cven bolhc

up to school the next day. I had no ide

3 ol o havip,
missed any exams. Christophe _— i
O sty
a w]n‘;r{; he \wit
Probably still with Felix in the basement, hatching 4 ;
h MY
evil revenge plot against Stark.
Hstn H 3 . arype v varpvpelad
Which didn’t appear 1o be w orking, because g5 3
I could tell, Stark Enterprises showed cvery sign of st
going strong,

I'rida, who I passed in the hallway, stuck up her nosea
me and carried on walking. So [ had no idea if her teachess
were allowing her to retake the finals she'd missed whe
she’d followed me out to Brooklyn. Mine weren't so keen
on theidea, I got a lot of, ‘Miss Howard, do you realize o

§ . . . L bipree a2t
much of this semester you've missed already? We hereé
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live are willing to be flexible with students
WiV ]

1 x !
M hedules, but you're going to have 1o

iibe cial s¢
e S[)l, . ; l .u. e F .
wh nind. Do you want azmodelling carcer, or do
i\ ! . )
) -
an education:
p 2
how about both?
. jerstood. [ took my I's on the finals where the

il

put 1 uhe rilling to compromise and let me
- . rotally unwilhing to comj S¢ g cl me
e s

achers WE or missing the final exam or
e ok 10 make up for missing the hinal exam o
atre W
dot
ject. - mo o A T (Creanse alviave 71
prol ublic Speaking. Well, Mr Greer always did

b
Such as ] . S : :
g L a bit 100 highly of himself for a guy who slept through
ghins & E
Jass CNC [‘.\' di’l}’. N )
ol ome CASES the I wouldn't affect my total grade in
I SOMC CASCS:

e class 100 padly. I'd still end up making a C or a B, But
thie €IS .

inothers .-« ! .
well, let’s just say itwas a good thing [ had my modelling
career to fall back on il I didn’t make it into c;ol'lcgc.

[ knew not everybody was going to think this was such
agood thing. My parents, for instance, weren't going to be
so thrilled when they heard about it. . .if Tever told lh('n}.
that is. They had no way to find out about Nikki Howard’s
grades, not being related to her — nor would the school
have notificd them that she’d skipped school }'cstcrda}".

Frida, however, was another matter. She'd gotten into
some pretty big trouble for leaving school and missm;g_ her
exams. TAIS had notificd Mom about both, as 1 found
out when I'd called Mom and Dad to check in = snhmg.h.}.
Frida’s rebuke that 1 cared more about my mew family
than 1 did about my old onc.

|_}|]*;



ko 9

Mom had been frantic about Fridas i
[])Dln
8.
‘)[ ll]\ \“t. I[‘ ‘lu

"\\1”'

I told her she'd been with me at (he
show rehearsal.

What? Mom sounded stunned, ‘W
Wi e, W ith ypu

‘She was just worried about me,’ | said, 4y

fight. She saw me leaving school ang she dig tad Iiaqr
% 5 3 tdny!
and so she followed me. I was « going (g "y { !.mr..1
3 < Yehiegy oy
Stark studios . . . she was with me (. whole Sl iy th
Q

‘l]'

part, at least, wasn’t technically a lie, c. '['ii;k
‘So you skipped school 100,” Mom sajq Now]
, A LN 10
more bitter than stunned. X """"it?c;j

It was work, Mom,” I said. 'I‘cclmic;l[l\.. this ,
cither. ‘Don’t be too hard on Irida, She reall ~l]‘ i %
was doing the right thing.’ 4 101151,[ she
Mom sighed. “You’re both getting coal i y

our \[(]rl
this year,” she said. She didn’t sound Jike

ghl, Wias [0!
cither.

So Irida hadn’t told Mom where she? d been - g
= "\|r

me to Brooklyn. What was Irida up to? Why jy it g,

told Mom and Dad where she’d been? What was going

“llh her? ‘\'h\ was gh(’ SO ]ndd at me? Slll(,l\’ th “mmn

IC(!”\ l)l.,h(,\’(, I wWas [d]\IIl(r On lh(‘ Pclﬁ()[ld!]l)' l]]m went

with my donor body, for getting my real family in me of

Nikki’s. It was true sometimes — especially when a gy

was Kissing me = I felt as if I were losing cmuml ouer
Nikki.

But forsake Irida and Mom and Dad for Nikki's famil!
No. It was just that they needed me right now. And I
in a position where I could help them.
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i o e

- ——

des 1 owed them. Didn’t 12 vy
l; o3 "Ny

thems
] got home rom school d:

ho el

; IR0 Way g

i 1 didnt? SOMg o

]Il'll
\\?h(ll

ay,
, - still not in the mood for a parqy -

1 foung
b lunl;ing PMeaseq
Gith himse A

i with me,” he said, and guided me towards e

sic .a\.'*-lt mu nit.
m

avhat?’ as Cosabelly
mped excitedly against my legs, “You didwy £el us o
l1

ent, did you? You didn’t have o |
(\

I asked, unwinding my scarf

\I\ VOICE triled

s 1 saw what Steven slid back lln unit doors 1o show
!

[t was sat nextto our CD player, a black box w

me. ith a ll)l

ufkuohs on it.

Oh,' said, ‘that’s so nice. But. 1 think we already

have one.” | didn’t know what it was. But we had one of
everything. ‘I'm sure yours is better though, T said, 1o
make him not feel bad.

You don’t have one of these,” Steven assured me with
4 chuckle. ‘Tt’s an acoustic noise generator. And don’t ask
where [ got it, because you're better off not knowing. I
works by injecting noise on all the frequencies on which
vou might be being bugged. In your case =" He pointed
upwards.

I cocked my head. ‘But ... L can’t hear anything.’

‘Right,” Steven said. ‘iho.l s the point. You're not sup-
posed to know iUs here. And neither will they. All they're
going to know is that lh(\ can’t hear you any more. They'll
probably send somconc in to try to find out why.’ He closed

. ui“{ “
the unit doors again. ‘But they won’t be able to fig




out. They'll never have see

none of thgg, bef,
s s lye :
military use only. b

1 “‘ANhice 1 . ]
[ stared at him., “Which is why I'im not

: SUPDY.
= = iJa: e,
where you got ity I said. ‘Right? Dosey o

‘Right,” he said. ‘Or ask where | 2oL this.» e
4 small black hand-held device, not much b, © Pasgyy
Sgeryy,..
bug detector thyy, %

qi’s a portable audio jammenr’® he |
sale n Tujl
JII

altes on lwo !"(Ill

micr ophoneg oy
't

my inquisitive look. ‘It only oper

but it will stop any surveillance

within a distance of a hundred ang fifty -u::_(
et of .

from picking up normal conversation, \nd Cyuy
“MIC M

Icssl)-. und.

I looked down at the sleek black devic
was touched.
“This is so nice of you, Steven,’ I said, fecling my

grow moist. I'd been paranoid for so long aboy, s,
1{
overhearing my every word. And now, suddenly,  gigy,

have to be. And it had all happened so fast, By | N
didn’t get you anything.’
‘What?’ Steven looked incredulous. “Yes vou did, Thi
was the least I could do.’ 1

I shook my head. I couldn’t believe I was getting tean-
eyed. Then again, T always had been a big geek. [ gues
this was proof that what Frida had accused me of wast!
truc = I wasn’t turning into Nikki Howard after all. T
pretty sure she wouldn’t have been impressed by gl

an acoustic noise generator and an audio jammer. Wt

do you mean?’
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¢ my g ]

Aons who ran it‘llcr\"n.“,s\ i
Ty stat Vith voy g
“The W they'ye

Is of calls,” Steven said. ‘Al from beople wi
- W

l((
hlltﬂl
pad ey e seen Mom.,

I““L redible s 1 LY
1 e any ¢ )i them eredible sightings? Lulu, Using o

i het L & Order jargon, came into the Jofy suddenly,
i

4s helping Katerina with the catere -
.‘?h W

ho'd e e
ing in advance ol her party.
vi

':\n

_ll.“] lln-ll-

greven hastily moved away from e

msie.
‘Not yet. But T have a feeling we'pe Betting

.in ;,ml astic?” Lulu smiled brilliantly a him, they pointed
nimpe rious 11!]“(:! alaguycar I)IIIL, acarved-out pllmpl m
iu which some kind of liquid was going 1o be poured, *No!
Katerina, where does that go?”
Here? Katerina took over, looking ready to physically

move the guy holding the pumpkin, il not the gonrd

tself.
iSo it's OK with you,” 1 asked, looking nervously at
\ikki’s brother, ‘that Idid all those interviews?’

OK with me?” Steven shook his head. “We should have
thought of it sooncr. But is it going to get you in trouble
with=7’

He raised his gaze to the ceiling, where the performer
from Cirque du Soleil, wearing very little excepta nude-
coloured bra, a pair of pantics and a long ved scarl, wis
testing out a newly installed trapeze with herwe ight. Not
far from the trapeze were the round holes in the ceiling
Fd noticed a few weeks earlicr. Steven wasn' avoiding the

. . . . . . . e A5 B
word Stark for fear of being overheard by my cmploy



thanks to his gifts. He jug, did
- 3 n'

t of Lulu while she wag " Wi,

P Msuch,

not :lll_\’ more,
bring it up in (ron
b"ltl;

mood.
I don’t Lknow, | said with a Shl'ug. ‘1 Suess v, 2
[ can't believe all the fuss she’s going 1o - t:‘ l;“l:c,’
said, looking at Luluas sheflitted rom one lilbl(""xl‘ 5 ey,
o arlnt].ﬂl_‘

o Jast minute adjustments. She had ;
Wking las i had alreaqy
hu;%i

mi
arty finery, a poofy=skirted black con..
* cockiai)

into her p
She looked like onc of her lavourite Movie ¢
Char:

Hollv Golightly, from Breakfast at Tiffany’s All ,
; i 2 * A she neea |
was a long cigarette holder. ey,

qe's important to her)” I explained. ‘S
She ducsn’( h

anv family, Her friends are her family,’ | A,
any family are her family, | looked ¢

You're part of that family too now.’ A iy
‘7 am? He looked a bit startled. T was prety syr.
didn’t fully comprchend what I meant — 4 Ic*;'s;llrc fie
as Lulu having an enormous crush on him wcnl..l ]0 -
doubted it had occurred to Steven Howar that I!l!;hl:.l
Collins, of all people, thought he was hot. e just di'iul.u
have a high enough opinion of himself. The o of 1I: "-E
had had a huge struggle over his outfit for the pany, Hil:ll
wanted to wear his normal clothes - Tsshirt and j'caus_
and Lulu had wanted him to wear an ensemble she'd !;lll
together for him at Barnceys. Lulu had won in the cnd: |J
pouting. ’

But- Steven looked as uncomfortable as a jock at e
Comic-Con. Not that he looked bad — exactly the opposite.
I just wasn’t used to sceing him resemble such a ypicl

New Yorker i AL . . r .
New Yorker in a striped button-down shirt with dark-rinse
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».U"' ol (jl,).‘:l

pot ¥

d jacket with frayed stitching thyy 1 b
E \ O

and 3 fite
at least o thousand dollars,

ny

pred Greven knew that, however,
bred ;

ot AR »

ke puuplt- are coming soon,” Lulu cried when she

quing on the couch, petting Cosy and talking 1o
| #5 b ¢ d1R .’

going to change or what? 1 mean, v
¢ «¥hHL re

i - r
'H'il“.[ Ihilt, arc }r(lu-
ga ke
s ““ m lll}-‘ -thUUl ('.l()[hl:.\.‘_‘ hil\-i“ﬂ h(-l,'ll tan
Wi b ]

1

exhat ,
I'm changing.
e find something towear, relieved to be ow of

(ed 1o slip into something else,
1ste g i ;
' I said. ‘T'm changing.” 1 slunk off 1o my

gedrot
li'-‘: wit
goked 1€
awlup and

In Nikki's cl
i still with the price tags attached. 1 never had 1o go

v of Katerina and the party caterers. Cosabelly
lieved 100, and hopped into her littde basket 10

g0 1o sleep.
oset was an endless supply of couture, most

of

doppings because stylists just gave Nikki things 1o wear

i off the Tacks from the shoots 1 went to. | found o
: r GOWI, made of some kind of sparkly

dinky black evening
1 with a halter around the neck. It was

material, that tiec
cold outside, but inside the loft it was hot, because Lulu

had a blaze going full blast in the fireplace. She'd wrn
the air conditioning on and open every window to combat
the body heat [rom all the guests later . .. we'd had a fow
gatherings in the past. | took off my clothes and slithered
into the dress, which was the kind you couldn’t wear with
underwear or the lines would show, then spent half an hour
messing around with my make-up. I was pever the l}'l_’f’
to care about make-up before, but it was very soothing 1
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I T
J g
p \ "/’
Va
</
Lereste . in anvthing a seventeensyeay

used the opportunity to grab some food — no n
ce
lma, in

about getting it while it was still hot, since Kate
the kitchen, w 2IVIS
s Was supervising the caterers o make sure

everything stayed exactly the temperature at which it
supposed to be served all night - so I wouldn't faint wi;h
hunger later on when it all ran out

+ Meanwhile, DJ Drama had arrived and was settingup
I'wentover to chat with him. He seemed shy. Or maybe e
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-old girl

for instance, you we re upsct about » gquy - \
Christopher = 10 SEFEW around in the ""Hm‘;l: " Suy ik, just o face with sushi had to say. Above our |
< g W!IUL‘ i ‘I ;\lhl~k “‘“[“m for hiy t.(:'l_’ ‘o ’x’i'.'; :.:'t!ﬂ.'".ﬂ h; wteds the Cirque du Soleil performer “M‘:l:‘d"\

I :IIIIHN o T cally hag "]:.':IIL iy ;-5’“‘. Ii‘-tblt contortions, an intense look of “"\t(l\ild:‘;:?\

. ¥ Jrehe

[ mean, afterall, Christopher prefers N 0 .;.:-hl::‘r [ace: [ wondere :l\t\;ll‘:l(‘ 1ll \\m‘ll(‘ll be like 10 be her,

did T want to hang out with a guy like lhud:l Sirl y Wi, iI."‘I.I ln,ull'f!l than i \:")l- PP : ".“ loft kept Filling
Right? T any, " i ih noimmd nm;t people sn;nit of whom I recognized

I suppose I had zero chance of thay pe. al I:mn (he pages of Lulu’s copics of Vogue and Frida’s copics
working out . . which was just as we]] I Wtiong shiy, Chy : 16 I cHs and some of whom I'd never scen before, D]
needed to tangle with someone as mus:(lll“ - lJ mhl aot the music pulsing and was soon too busy to
Christopher was better off without me, May P ag n-' in.\l (6, Me= buk e weasas, ha:m'umv Nikki's {riends
just step aside and let McKayla Donofrio have . *’hﬂuhl ad srarted crowding around me, telling me how grean 1
lactosc-intolerant, National Meri 5(.]10];1:—3] hlm, thy !uu!wd and le sading me towards the bar, where they'd all
Biptiess: Club-Tounding, tortoiseslian it n[J-\u,,n egun ordering some of the exotie drinks the astrologist
little cow. RNt "’ b ;m nders were mixing.

My eyes ended up looking more haunteq th; L puldi gl 1 L RO g o
could sce I'd put on too much liner, and hag | 4N smoy, | s a shambles. The guy [ loved didn’t love me back. The
By the time I came out of my bedroom, it “'0 SI art gy mother of the body my brain had been transplanted into
the first guests — the carly ones, Lulu haqd 5 e, ang was missing. And I'd ﬂuukul hall my finals because I'd
were always wannabes and losers — had 1I:L sk, missed them.

already arriveq | But it was hard not to have a good time when there was
d 1o worry <0 much good music, good food and happy people around.
wasn’t having a bad time. 1 spotted

Fven Steven, [ saw,
alu=ifyou could call what he was doing
hile Lulu cavorted

him dancing with L
dancing. Mainly, he was standing still w

all around him like a crazy wild woman.
That’s when he hdplu,m,(l to catch my ¢y
iling. Not like he was

staring. And he looked towards the ce
(| performer. But like he s

glancing at the Cirque du Soleil pe rforme
9231

¢, He saw me



saying, Can_you believe this? But also, e Wais Y
ays Y Sy
glance towards the ceiling was sorg of Sayiy oy SUI
s Rt Tavng, 7, "0
This iserazy . . . but its kind of fun top, o !’“* IO :
.';'-r‘;fj

And that’s when I realized maybe thiy,

r(‘ \\r
so bad. At least I had a connection with, o
thought about things the same way I dig.

It was just surprising that

l[, e i
. Was Nikkp |
Steven. ok,

Maybe, I thought to myself, Frida Was
- € ,lglil

accused m, Jugy

into Nikki Howard, but the part where glye

C

little bit. Not the part where she’d

found a new family. Maybe, like Lulu, Iy as
as

family . .. one that included my old family, o

But that wasn’t as surpri
sing as whay |
appeneq
flexy '

cre a little and [ g,
a million years expeeted to se

C.
And that was a member of my old f:

I'rida - dancing with Brandon Stark.

And that was that the crowd parted
something I never in

amily - MY sisie;

. C W 15 3 2P v

invited husdl since [ cer tainly hadn ( given hu :hL 0K
to be there.

Worse, she was wearing a tiny dress —no bigger than s
handkerchiefs sewn together (I might be exaggerating,
but not really) - and gyrating her hips like she thought
she was Miley Cyrus or someone. That was not cool. Ituas
50 not cool, that I was stalking over to give her a picce
my mind when I heard a familiar voice say, ‘Nikki, aud]
turned round.

I'here wasn’t a person in the world who could have
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| me al that moment from wanting to kil my
et ¢t

‘{;;lf \ i asing

¢
g xpe cred 10 5€€
.‘i L [ ', h" L
ChristoPt®

what

le person. Except the second- -to-lagt per son

at that party, after my linle sister:

was fie doing there? T had never invited him. Flow
now that he'd gone to the dark side?

already given him cverything he had asked
Wh L MOFC could he possibly want from me?

“ on I glanc «ed into his face, and my shock gave way to

o (,hnstn])lu,t looked white as a sheet. What _—
L(H“t‘

the matter? \ d T

phen it hit me: Oh God. Felix had been arvested, |
wit. Just knew it. They’d overheard us in Christopher’s
ne

'artnu,m Of course they had. T hadn’t had the audio
A

jammer then. Yol iy

And they'd be coming for Christopher next. He was on
the run. And he’d come to me for help.

And in that minute I knew —as much as I'd told mysclf 1
didn’t care about Christopher any more, as much as I told
mysell McKayla Donofrio could have him - I'd been lying
to mysclf. T loved him. T always would. I'd do whatever |
had to do to hide him from the cops. Even if he never, ever
gave me the time of day.

Because that’s what you did for people you loved. Even

ptoplc who didn’t love you ba(‘k

He had (o raise ius volce almosl to a simul 1o ln, heard

above the pounding music.

-hing my

What's going on? I asked him, fear clute



throat. [t was adifferent kind of ey, thay p,
"Chic{"(h'cmi, s, Vi
Brandon. That had been more like tej )

ANnoyy, Sy
- . A 4lee t
knew she couldn’t really get inge tro

Conrad was dancing in front of 3 ¢

. dfepy o
when I'd seen her in her handke !

T Pey
l!I)lc “"'h(‘; ”l.]
amery Crew oy Mgy

s Fig|
her. "Is—

Christopher seemed 1o have read Gl
shook his head. e,

‘Everything’s fine,” he said. “Well, 1 Mean, py).
probably going to flunk out of schog). But othep lh-g" i
s M thyy

sl re
4 ] . i’!n
an we go Somewhep, !
quicter? Where’s your room?”

And I'm sorry to crash your party like
need to talk to you. Look, ¢ ;
A ling,
It’s over there,” I said, ;minliug.

‘Good.” Christopher reached oy and w

Fapped b hang
[ knew,

Cwas pully,
ards the door 1
any pcople he
the way = caterers serving drinks

around my wrist. The next lhing
through the crowded loft 1ow
didn’t seem to care how m

¢ me
my room, jj,
bumped into aly,

» models from Star
Angcl fashion show whose numbers Br

£t
T

&

andon had evident)y
along, I'ashiunistus, Rar)
improbably dancing with K
of them having h

gotten and summoned to come

the doorman, atering, hot
ad too much to drink. He evidently

Just
wanted to get where it was quic

as he possibly could,

And when we were in my empty bedroom, he dropped

; v Bl

my hand and turned (o face me. He didn’t even bother
g . . . . 4 . ".
turning on a light, just scttled for the glow from the cit

that shone in from the ﬂr)or-m-t:t:iliug windows.

2

3

4

ter, and get there assoon |

here looking at him, a little ou of breath frop,
ere

v he'd pulled me in there, It wag
jckly B¢

a l()l l{llici(:l'
The music was still thumping

un'm:lic\‘abl\‘

I ourself thipk.
s sy , i [

}“l- ». having once been a police precine, §y

ildms: |

o 1)
Iml["}. (
e DY e
S 0: :!?cnp higher-ups hadn’t wanted 1o be
|-pme

put at least you could hear y

ad
h soundproofing from room to room, | guess
dt'.f“"

e ole
hﬁ"‘ [hc
pack in 1T

5o \\.'hﬂ.l s 8¢

2!‘)1(: o
risoners scream as they were being tortured

P

ir prison cells.

y important,” Lasked him, ‘that you couldyy

e
el me out there:
¢

\nd the next thing I knew;, without uttering a single
A

word, he : s{ace il it was just inches from
and tilting my facc until it was j 8
£

as reaching out, cupping both my cheeks with
LL R a0
pis hands,
his. e Gl
And then he was kissing me.
.(‘hriutoplmr Maloney was kissing me.
[t wasn't a possessive kiss or a greedy kiss. He didn't
[ was bR . i .
sh his lips up against mine the way some guys - OK,
smash his hip: ¢ i
Brandon —did when they got a chance to kiss Nikki Howard,
‘ X .
like they wanted to own her or drive themselves up against
ine f‘ ; L™
her or whatever. Ay e
iss as almost . . . well, if T didn’t
[t was a sweet kiss. It was almost . well
know better, I’d have said it was a loving kiss.
snow better, : o ‘i‘wljhm.
1 e liedn? o Nikki Floward. Garts ;
But Christopher didn’t love Nikki How:
loved Em Watts.
v down 1o my
1§ ! is kiss [ lips ¢ 1¢ way down 3
Stll, I felt his kiss from my lips all the wi e
i i i ' Loo-11 immy Ghoo shoe
bainfully throbbing — in my too-tight Jimm,

]

> I“-' H
i ineline as it they'd been stung b
toes. My lips were tingling as i’ they d
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thousand tiny bees, Or been shithepe
; oy
Venomn., of

i

My God, was all I could think. (!hrixlt‘)';ht ¢
v

me. Christopher Maloney was !:is:;in.,; me Wiy l:i.\ﬁilt'
And the thing was, even though people thwy ?

. £ }'S\‘i;‘[\-

ally did, Cllr‘i

kissing me felt exactly as Pd always imag

never stand up to the reality, this o

ine it wo
as I'd dl‘(::l!'nt:(] s
: am uf’Chrismplwr \“ e
kissing me, before the accident, before I’d !-:l'\'t:i -
nt, oi'cuurse
-« none of thege dre

warm and as right and as clectrie

I'd been idiotic enough to dre

1]
my dreams. Because after the accide My g

L] “]L-r(,sd
Ay haq A

been no point in dreaming .
chance of ever coming true,

But now . .. now. The dream 1'd fantasized 4
olten as I'd sat in Public Spc:lking WS conjn :l }‘.’llt Moy
in front of me. Not only was Christopher kiwi,::c ”-:51'5
SSing me,

— because my leps appeared to | i
1 ylepgs @ dre 0O have given 0 ¥
¢ ut fron
the

shock of it all = he was lifting me UP - L no, reg))
had scooped an arm up under my collapsing 1;,,&.1.5 ,:“:} .
lifting me up - and carrying me towards the -hul. -
Wait —was this really happening?
Except that it had 1o be, Becanyse I could feel the
rivets trom his leather jacket biting into my
the thin material ;

metal

skin through
ol my dress, Surely I couldn't be dreaming
that. a

And Leould feel the soft pooliness ol my down comforter
bediind my back as he |

aid e down gently on top of
i,

And then §eould Feel the hardness of his body as he, in

i)l r
.'_? n'l'r

yon top of me. Surely all these things had 16
Lot Surely | .
PR i , 1 couldn’t be imagining ehEHS B e wrgaic
P cginie B v | :
]‘hﬂwl.[ f}“””f»' of the music from the next room, which
) g y . i =
'wfn’ﬂﬂ !] : goins exactly in time with the rapid thump.
) e o s

o 10 .
% ettt i heaTho e

humf ol m)

[ e he way his lips, so close to mine, murmured the
1w ard ! . . .

rt + pefore he kissed me again, this kiss so long and

a[.'“]

Tt | really couldn’t have described it as sweet.
ory " =

B0 > e, Not when every inch of skin in my body was

s IS e . . 2 .

Nor! | d aware ol every place it was in contact with
ey % L

¢ tingh

P it one leg between mine.
i W o
[t

Vot when all thatwas scparating us was a lew scraps of
No

qot when suddenly I realized he was lying on wp of

. 1and some leather.
nmu-rml and some o » ‘ .

\pd that was when it hit me, the word he'd said, that
anale sllable [inally wrickling down through my kiss.
addled brain.

dphat did you call me?” 1 asked, wrenching my lips away
from his.

q know,” he said. Since U'd pulled my head away, he
couldn’t reach my mouth. So he settled for kissing my
neck. Needless to say, this was hugely distracting. It also
felt really, really good. Better, even, than having my neck
massaged.

His voice, when he spoke again, was a deep-throated
growl, it was so rough with emotion, ‘T know it’s you. Em.

You what?" | was positive 1 was in some kind of dream
l o
fowy and that T was going 1o wake up any minute, like 1

thways did. Maybe (his time I'd be at the bottom of the
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"'.J‘___-___.—____ 3
/
ocean in St John. Maybe I'd never really Jofy i
and everything that had happened alter thay , hn :fn"'"-'lll f
long, McKayla Donofrio-filled nighyy,. - “ISJ'IM ‘!n,:l st

“Your file,” Christopher murmure againg,
; my
Teek

readit. The Stark Institute for \c_utolou\»-md N
Ulll )\
g,

didn’t do its due diligence when gele Cling a : {M‘
S 4N offy)
lll

consultancy.’
OK. 7hat didn’t sound like payy of a dreq
something I'd imagine. am i
What?* I said intelligently.
‘Stark cut corners,” Christopher g4

on my throat. ‘Not a wise move

network.”
Wait a minute . . .
I'm surprised no one’s found oy about ), |
¢ Draip
transplants they've been doing before no
v’ Chrisg
phers
s really jusy 4 Mater

voice was still a low, gravelly rasp.

of time before the press discovers what theyye e
i ey

to.
Wait. Christopher knew? He fnew:

I don’t know what youre talking
confusedly, Ay,

‘l‘[’.‘; not - 4
:'lfJUlll'
I ‘nlld I ven as J Was bcl\’”lg “ I [h()ll"'h[

. the acoustic noise generator: Stark can’t overhear me any

wall |
more. { can tell him. I can tell him the truth now

But old habits dic hard.
an.” Christopher’s lips travelled up my neck o m
mouth again. ‘It’s all right. I know. T know you couldn't tell
me. [know you tried. But I'm here now. Iverything’s going

to be all right. You know I always loved you
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[ di
what W
st accep
id he love
@ look like the goddess that 1 do now. I mean, Lwas still

e le

did

the pers

what his mouth was doing to me. The

tic, ’
even more amazing. It was

anb 15
“.oi[]g}" werd
rwanted, Itwas all just incredible

‘l‘\ ¥

g | had eve
ved me?’ I echoed.
[ did.” Ghristopher looked down at me. His

ahways lo
oments before had been supremely

which m .
med confused. *You know that. I mean

{- now sce ) : .
as after your funcral. Em, when you

~cdents

onfide g5 1w

= awwhat?@ mess | : : v
1F"l wly tore me apart. Now that Pve found out

Lt neal g ;
't even describe to you—

are dh"" Iei , 1
i’ know why 1 couldn’t just lic there and enjoy
idn

happening to me. [ didn’t know why I couldn’t

as

¢ what he was saying and forget that he'd never
d me back when 1 had that snaggle tooth and

rson on the inside then that T am now. So what did it
u

s
malter!

Except ..

It mattered.

[ pushed him away from me. He moved, ?cumn{fh
dazed by what I was doing, then watched as Tw iggled out
from beneath him, rolled off the bed = careful not to step
o Cosabella, who'd come trotting over to sce what wa..'s‘
going on — then went to one of the windows and wedged it

5 o ol
N wr BTy > s
open, letting in the sound of the traffic below; as well a
by

blast of fresh winter air.
: . i 4
knew there was no danger of us being overheal
T :l]‘l me

Stark. Not any more. I just needed some air o he

think,
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“So H" vou I(]\.‘c(f moe =0 n)l!(:h,, 1 [lll'n !

: 2 . : € .

demand, ‘why didu't you ceer iy 1o fisg . When 1 (
f{-’r{.; :

ereny Voie,
and Bravey,, b)

/:u.rrfj'?’
‘Oh my God,” Christopher said i a dify
like his normal one, no longer deep

at me from the bed. Even he couldn?, h(-!i'\
. ‘ : ¢ Boi o “
happening. Are you sc:lmub‘]}' somg therep
Yeah,” I said, ‘I am. I mean, You neye
One Lo play Jour,

existed until I died. Except as some
girl. 1 dony thing, .

with, You never noticed me as »

unreasonable that I ask for some kind of expl
) s analjo

that. And just what do you mean Eyeryghines . M

; Dthing’s oing

all righg? You’!";' Loj

) Illg

hcc;mgc ""ll’r“

. [

’i!'l <
C]g, . and T e
‘hi :stnphcr; '

right? Flow is everything going to be
to sweep in and take care of c\-'cr}'thing
some big man and I'm just a delicate little
handle the situation? I can assure you,

handling the situation.’
‘Oh yeah,” Christopher said,

your head cracked open with a pl

you get your brain transplanted into g s

SILUNG up.: ‘Fijg You gy
’ o

upermaode|’s

And now you’re working for

doing a great job so far, Em.’
As great as it felt 1o hear hin calling me
as transporting an experience as th
smack him across the head for his sarcasm.

‘Oh,” I said,

to hack into Stark I.'Inl(:r]'n'isc:s.

work,’
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asma-screen TV Th
¢ Thep

. body,

an cvil corporation. You're

Iim again -

atb was — [ wanted 1o

{ . =
you're one to talk, with your stupid ides
Like that’s going 10

L, s g . . . .
As amatter of fact, it is working. I found out the truth

/

,

ast I had an idea;” Christopher

o (2 And atle | invite 1
m?'l'l‘ll")‘" a party and anvite Lauren

jidn
ot ¢ < nls
d:f,ul' E:'h' 'g }.-:)lll 111 i
R L L Jratmnidd . . . .
,-..ﬂ‘E' y and DJ '!'L er to the bed until T was standing in
e ack over K e T
® rms,»t:d b‘l‘(ll'lu, sty wasn’t my idea. And lately Pye
a ¥ H L d - -
f i cupicd trying to find Nikki Howard’s
gont & g preoccupicd U3
slight’s
el T 2 . .
o 1 | SO e e s i
‘Imi,,g mor occur to you,” Christopher asked, ignoring
m el - / . T
nidit ¢ ines might be connected?
R ¢ those tWO things mig
‘tha e ¢
e, ™ him & stat tled look.

[ghrew

qvhat ar¢
mom ¢

d to you. ;
Thiswas something I too had considered.

vou talking about?’

. lisappearing,” Christopher said, ‘and

ol ‘

'-,\'"ikkl s
jat happene

| athim.
shi 'Ud al h] . .
i yought anyone but me would take the notion

sinever th
plidne dal
! Well, me and Steven. |
‘But I think you had one¢ too many

rioushy: \
¢ sorry,’ 1 said.
chee-tinis. : . el
I'}t.[ lidn’t have any,” Christopher said, looking devious,
! odic = ‘? : a
he way he used to when we were younger and we'd try to
the Wy ; < i
ol our money and buy games marked ‘adult only” from
ol oney Y s, : i
X I sl ? e ATt ) 1'8
Kim's Video down on St Mark’s Place. ‘Maybe Nik
mom found out something she wasn’t supposed to know:

And have you ever considered the fact that maybe Nikki

did too?’ ‘ :

Nikki?® T tilted my head to look at him in the dim

i ino i : L omassive
half-light that was strecaming in through the

iy 7 : 4 B spxeer Hine about,

windows. ‘You think Nikki — what are you falking about,

Clu'islt'zphcri”



a pair of skintight leather wousers wadey -,

for hours on end—"
Sion 1

prable in

I saving there are no accidengg, Ey H;

- - b » 2 . l\ i}i

I iy - L ais o 1 U -

scarched my face intently. “Does anyop, Feally g, by R ot lights
; b I " Eal i ) "

dowy, e Vha, aneh i grark Enterprises ... that whole organiy
gl . L Ty RS . | e

" 'I.l“'; *Christopher’s gaze on me was unsvmpa-

h‘”;pcncd to Nikki that dayv? She weny

ot back up again. Stark says it was gy
=4 -
how do we know? Felix and I checkeg CVeryher, " b \
YWhere, | “
U,
s+ .only the
T O g

couldnt find a mcdical file on hep

vou.”
:ned my mouth. It seemed so b
] opene ) trang,. o b b
C vy,

this conversation in my room wi}, Clu'iwwpl
z ler, por

sand noy here he F

Vaw, -

people. I'd missed him so much
2 4 by 7 Ay Fruye

finally; finally, what I'd never thought coulq h'*i’I !

“Phey 14y

happening ..
And we were having a fight,
‘Of course we don’t know the truth about what .

to Nikki that day,” Christopher we APpenyg

chance to speak. ‘Maybe we never will, We |,

nt on before I hayg

ANe 1y -
<VC o .1(‘(".-_-5”

Stark’s word for it.”
I shook my head. ‘What are You s
have an ancurysm? Christopher, that's insane

Except that Steven had said the exact same thing
“There are no accidents, Nij

- _,. D LS B . .
aymg? That she didr

Christopher shrugged.
was the Tace of Stark. They investe
was too important for them to lose. As
well. Especially with them distributing
out of PCs with this new software, and the new version

d millions in her, She
you know only 1,
this massive roll.

of Journgyquest. But they didn’t hire her for her brains, did
they?”

I bristled. ‘Modelling isn’t as casy as everyone thinks.'|
snapped. ‘It’s really hard work. You try pretending you'e
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= 1
[ n““ - ¥ . .
aar oh €9 nvone’s would be, Getting paid thousands
qand inapair of leather trousers under SOMe
4 1O 5l

2 spess
.18
You do

thel

I,-d;.";ll"

for a few hours wasn't that biy a sacrifice,

his lors . . . ’

Jose your perspeetive pretty quickly after o while.
0se !

ol ll“:

end 1€ gred wireless systems, the whole network totally

ll":t:::[.cd_ It just makes you wonder,

o> IT,]“ about the computer Pd found in Nikki's
I lh”: :[“m I’d first arrived, It had been infected wig,

iy Sp. when Ud checked ity had Lulu’s, | hadn't

& \x\';lrl:‘ = - . .
1B ted the new PC that Robert Stark had just given
ycRe : :

un

from its box yet, but who knew what might he Wrong
me 10 : ;

with it
You don't think . .. I could barcly breathe,
1 don’t know what to think,” Christopher said. Except

that there’s something going on. Something they don’t

want anyone to know. Something I think Nikki — and now
mavhe her mom = found out about. And Stark tried to shat

both of them up. And you were in the wrong place at the

wrong time.’

‘Wait a minute.” I felt cold, and not just because the
wind was blowing in from the open window. *You think
Stark Lilled Nikki? Because she knew something she wasn't
supposed 102

They didn’c kill her, did they?” Christopher smiled at

me grimly, ‘Because she’s standing right in front of me.




{ ‘ s .
I blushing. T still couldn’t believe 1d done
myst ’ j )

1 |'¢r]l
ack

[ shivered. *You know what I mean?
aid,

I Lnow exactlywhat you mean,” he -
“Ahd gy, .
o

(o your questiorn, I think it’s possible | - \
) Ve l”il:.l-
Nt iy

they had her brain conveniently remoyeq »

‘My God,” I breathed.

It was so weird to be talking (o Chrigy |
Lop ey,

Not that I hadn’t talked to him lage)y, I hag
i ] > L hag M

But he hadn’t known it was me. Now b ’(}I“m“.‘ih-
* heyg

even touched me, knowing it was me.
‘¢- 4 1
vay hig hang k

touch me again, I could tell, from (he
lifting and then at the last minute hey SWeep i
through his hair or mess with the comflorge, _‘l_g finge,
instead. < Oh myy beg
[ knew how he felt. But I wasn’; going 1o Sruthee.
anything. I had too many questions . . Lh; ﬁ,-.‘S g ingg
he still hadn’t answered. SUol whig,
‘But you think Nikki’s mom is

I'elix told Steven.’
‘There’s no reason to think she’s

alive,” I sajq. « Fhays wWhay
dead,’ Christoph,,

sald.

‘So where is she?’ I asked.
¢ S e L
Out there,” he said, nodding towards the bright ciyy

lights shining bey i Onen Wi . N
5 1g beyond my open window, ‘No one can just
en when they give

disappcar forever, It’s really hard. Ev
ammes new identities,

people in witness protection progr
they feel compelled to reach out to friends they knewbefore,

at the risk of their own lives. It’s force of habit. Everyone

messes up eventually. You did it, with the dinosaur stickers

Fwas just too stupid to get it.’

QIJ..‘J.

oW his W : i
. Jt's force of habit. Lveryone messes up eventually,
“”n, ™ = -

We
4§ gt
Al
v ])[.
oy
Gfm

only WP
.-I‘l“'_ Ihillg

my hand-
v oo
N \\'II;“ as
it S
lll yvou W cre

;Bu[ no

jand gently _
avthing to them, Christopher. Because they've got my
(o an) 2 ‘

family 10

put |
areof everything.’
[ wanted so badly to believe him. It would have been

ords triggered amemory deep in the |

A2 What was I thinking of?

is, Christopher said, reaching out 1o ke
wou're right. Lwas a jerk before. A jerk not 1o
reat thing we had. T guess 1 just didn’t know
gone. And then ... seriously, Em, part of

¢

A1l I could think about after that was getting

e dicd t00- 4

. . ,___’
ag O1 Stai L
> RS e ;
w that you know the truth’ T said, pulling my

from his, ‘you sce that you can’t. You can't

a stranglehold. And if what happened gets made

iblic, Stark will take it out on my parents.
pubitis

el figure it out,” Ghristopher said. He stood up and
Joth hands on my bare shoulders. ‘T told you. Pll wake

bliss to have allowed myself to relax and let him do just
that. As he pulled me towards him and laid the gentlest
kiss on my forchead, I inhaled the scent of his leather
jacket, felt the heat radiating from his strong body.
It felt so nice, just for that minute or two, to have his
arms around me and to feel his heart beating against

mine. For the first time in what scemed like the longest

Hme, Tknew 1 was protected and warm and not - well,

along,
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‘Then @ cold wind swept in fron, i
e

sending shivers up and down my SPine

And then a second laten the dogy to
and a very malde, very surprised \'uiu-'ily. Foon buy,
P8 ey 0y
andon 31:‘:]-!, :_-\i!:t:ip
(’lll_[; ”hrr

e,

ape,
And I taurned my head and saw By

ctaring at us in the half-light,

2406

Tiwenly

o[ eried, leaping away from Christopher ag it hi
& 5

wdon:
yehed me.

et -
ce had s¢¢
me what instinet made me do this, p L
=1 u

b
Dot
< (}!ﬂc[ hit

“{luld nY
cood; wavering a little, in the doorway, squinting ing
? LE H L

S ask
ng told me being scen in the arms of another man

[ sit well with Nikki's ex,
I Joedn't have worried, however. Brandon was —
ned room as if he couldn’t see very well. 1 was

. - Lle8s

Jes
han cver that Christopher and I hadn’t wurned

qy darke
more glad ¢
on the lights.
«Uh. Brandon said, ‘Nikki? Yeah, you better come ..
et A ek el divet 1y i bt e o
AWhy? [ asked, adjusting my halter top where I thought
it might have slipped a little.
Some girl said to get vou.” Brandon was squinting at
Christopher now; trying to see il he recognized him in
the half-light from the window. Which, since Christopher
had never graced the pages of TMZ.com, Brandon surely
didn't. ‘Some girl named Frida? She's sick or something.
[was out of the room like a shot.
‘Where?' I demanded in a tight voice. Where is she?”
But Brandon just shrugged. He was so out of it, he had
noidea where he was.
Out in the main part of the loft, the party was i full

tilte= §t voar avimsanlve :
It~ it was everything Lulu could ever have hoped for.
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There were so many gyrating bodies danciy,
=iy
S,
- "ear
Oy .

ing — in time to the music you C(Jlll(lhh;“-(“\:
. ) Se

end of the room to the other Overheag o
2 2 T oty
trapeze had ditched her long red scarf, 7y, 5
S L)

loud it scemed to pulse through my

the other tenants in the building would ¢y 4 derey i
4 % b 1 o
cpery | por e 2 el o e I
I realized Lulu had foreseen this problem, by ; by ‘ltc,,
B § TE

llmg all

vl
I
Nugjg . e

chesgy, I "-‘.':\;h,

the other tenants . .. I could have Sworn

who lived on the floor below us (’ancing

who looked a lot like Percz Hilion, Luly ~0I
L]

genius. It wouldn’t surprise me

I save
AW e &

Wi . Sy

ith SOmMegy,

J"lloll:\'[:‘-, "".-15
g

il the ¢
¢ cops lhcnml
Sl

turned out to be here somewhere, dancjpe
1g.

But I couldn’t find FIrida. Looking o,
23

.

; I'](;[' In

I Moschino-clad @ Mghtmare, 1

shove past Moschino-clad guest after | : TRk
sucst alter Mogch;

. HU-CI;ld

Again, Ang of

alter anothey

packed room of sweaty bodies was

murmuring, ‘xcuse me,’ again and

half of them - the male half - one Coupg,

reach out to grab my arm, crying, ‘Nikkit Sta el
! . : P Dy - - ol \ ilnd
Come on, don’t be a drag? dance
Tean’t,’ I'd say reeretfully. <1 S

; ay regretfully, \I'm looking for Someone”

Me, I'hope,” some of the guys would leey,

[ : 'gof

b

y what [ —or Mom and Dad — had asked her

c y wile » .

“, ; A1 lietle sisters, intent on proving they were
T . b

heir big sisters? Itwas no surprise she was

Nuh
pidn
yd'ast

newhere.

» 500
le 1 her, I knew what her excuse was

en | fount

h . 5
b . But you're here, Em. Why can’t 1 be? Just

older . . . it’s not fair?

3 bled across Lulu before T found Frida. Lulu was
~ 1 ‘

e Sreven; @ - looked as if she was havi

ng with Sreven, and she looked as if she was having

¢ of her life.
cither. But Lulu’s face was the one that

T
e you Te
Aust s

danc! Sreven didn’t look as if he was having

he {m :
a h;all'—imd t

s
her dark eyes, rimmed with mascara that had

mc
ed with joy. It brightened cven more when

s transpo

e saw I

n smud

oy with perspiration, widening to their limits
24 J
et go of Steven and hurricd over (o grasp my arm,

ﬂU”C
1 Sh{: I s i - .

nding up on tiptoes to whisper in my car, *Oh, Nikki!
standing

. 1 i
Can you believe 1t
¢ best party ever! And can you believe it? Steven . . . vour

Everyone showed up! Everyone! This is

h
brother? He's a Libral’
i blinked down at her. “That’s . . . that’s amazing,’ |

said.

‘Ob, hacha,” P say. ‘Sorry. But Pl be back i« e s : . : :
1 d minuge! “No, you don’t understand,’ she said, shaking me a little.

You better?
My astrologer. She said P'm supposed to end up with @

Libra®

[t wasn’t preuy.
‘Oh, Isaid, ‘that’s great. Have you scen Frida?

Phe truth was, I fel guilty. I never should have let Frid,
Lulw’s smile immediately vanished. ‘Frida’s here? 1

out of my sight in the first place. IF it had been anyone b

thought you told her she couldn’t come.” Her gaze flicked
osomeone behind me. ‘Oh, hi, Christopher.”

[ turned my head. He'd followed me, of course. Al

Chris T Ver w J / ici

. stopher, T never would have. Of course, I'd explicitly
forbidden Frida from attending this party, Then again...
I'should have known she’d show up anyway. Frida’d always
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prnch? ashed her picking p

i
5
ol e franit
! aphins from the pite and dabbing a4y

those guys 'd thought Pd managed vo g Mgy,
paael PIVE TROSN had actually been Pt ol In g _iil LY PO Wi |.'l‘“”'
menacing glae. Grea ekt el Jre'dd nasse L.
qew' he said, Then he Pointed. Py " e ; b i l“'“'“d an i nant Dneeys Lpronp ol
there, with that Gabriel Luna guy? e I['- W i e by, Justin By
I turned my head and saw iy, OF Sy Iml v head 1 anad Tooked wherve she was pointing
looked like Fridi, in her hun“:lllml dres, T ) i "I'II dh, Justin Bay, star of the movie versiog al
p:ufmhl\ cluse to rlu open Witkdows, with (: abe l'- | AL ."“I‘F"“h“ hosucked), stood nearby, swivelling 1
}\l JLatt I.[.I“,;;-.l SO -!llll'\ loakine madel types (Bt his
"y i ol VS roniea), all of whon woere wearing even less
e Frica, and even higher heels,

arms avound her shoulders, Wiy he
the de p!h.‘- ol Frida's erush 0l hllll. \\.f|;|[l..“, el
instantly assurned iowas something i““f‘[’lu’”-;’ :t W%y, 1t
]-:f'h whotd walked up helind e with swith Sgevey,
g he divection of my gize and gasped
L demanded, looking turious

ardy the l““” I
T vititions

Hold on," I said, and stalked (o

ready to shove Gabriel ot of (e
that's how huge my murderous rage (o

\\1”[!!}\\ i Hep |
Y, st
'-\r-niln."ll!'{””':
Steven sand,

.“d‘ hi"l II”! [".ll [ 1
? IIF“ l]l' ;5""'])*" hl -
.\Hlll*fi l;” ]ill‘ Ill[(-]'lll' i ilt:('tll'i““.'. 10 l“ "”.“”l

ied | ;
ey did their best to seveen, but alter o whils

advantage of my little sister wis
oo hard to tell the fakes from the real invige
i L]

Butwhen Lgotclosen I sawwhiatway actually)
]Illf] Yiw

Frida was retehing out ol the wind
: : "
vy “hu.h Wi T:ELI :' iy til'
cmpry this (i, it s -
Feres paparazzi all up and down the street, as well)

open, into the flower box — mercifully
vear = and Gabriel was holding on 1 her as comul
L - - o I'IL:.'.'lr

spasms clutched her body. He Jool

Geven went on, Your parcty iy go down in the history
[ S n

nat the least Tor violting every fire cod

sl up as | Approact
baoks o o 4

and said, raising his voice 1o be heard above e pouti
music, "She’s a bit young to handle an upe
mbling fist 1o wipe der
ay of cang I couldn’t lopk
and paned sumething about him = not the skintight black silk shin
hewas wearing, or the multiple gold chains - that made it

mpossible for me 1o think about anything else,

i bar 1 thind Manhattan.”
[twasn™t readly froit punch,” Frida said sadly, “Was i’
Vil st

Frida reached up with a e
mouth. I saw a caterer walking by with tr avway from: Justine “There
and so I grabbed a handful of napkins from i

her those instead. Frida accepted them gratefulls.
‘He said it was fruit punch,” she said weakly o .~E:.--
g, mourts Noone can just disappear forever . . . Fven when they gt
e wltness protection pragrammes new identities, e feel
251

back on her heels and looked up at us with big

eyes.
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T
rm.!.f‘f:."//."ra" lo rwacl out fr)'/f'-":'-’.ﬂt.'.!' ."r'.'f_'l' e -’h'_;‘[,,.
y i ; . 3 b at e,
their ouen lives. IS force of habit, Lvervone it fe psy
. . " 3 W,
You did i, wwith the dinosaur stickes, I twas P gy,

el i,
: Oh my God. Of course,
It didn’t scem possible, It was "i‘“"-”lnus_ beie
insane,
But then . .. didn’t that apply to
happened to me so Far?

I elbowed my way to where Justin wWas dag
as dane

. N il]p
a hand on his arm. He opened his CYCS 1o gt
S S

slits and then slowed down his SYrating whey, he e
me. Fee
*Oh,” he said, with a lazy smile, 9 ley thepe Nil.
Justin,” 1 said without smiling, ¢ m:m[..t;, '\.:

Ay

MLLITS

(?(:”IJJ!UHLT.,
‘Now that’s a new one.” e looked ove

. ' r his shoulgy, .,
T semi-humping

and starteq liug)
e . : |
was, and st
too, none of them pausing in theiy

They were all as wasted as he i
j arted Laughi,,
dzmcing.

Tve ht:.:{d
but I ne

some crazy come-ons in my day, ed 10 s¢e you,
cellphone has to 1ake the cake. '
In a flash, Christopher was at my left shoulder: Shosw it
to her’

‘Now.” And Gabriel was at my right,

Justin, realizing something serious might be going on,
finally stopped dancing. His cyes widened to normal sive.

‘Whoa,” he said. “What’s with the third degree? I'm jus

dancing.’
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st 1o,
4! ] "'.'li'

oy I)c-\.l ’

:llid I.I:-:
lh[:'hkl' l, te
© Dy

"Klliz1,;

' <o pool of your own blood il you don't
[\‘i"}i 111 - ‘

i hape over 1o my sisten” Steven advised him
A '"P 1ol |
- L
it
irld . 1 - e
' I,‘-inml e (opher nor Gabricl nor Steven conld
A hris ' : .
yeithe? L e why 1 was so anxious to see Justin Bay's
) o delest b . .
padd % faet that they were willing 1o wipe the
(A Y H['I[ lht- M ¥,
10

rely on my siay-50 was warming my heart,
ymerely ¢ -

et eached into @ pocket of his tght striped
Aled out asilver thip phone, which he
15t
i ouSEE =
- I in l“"{]m"(“”“' -
e o . o 8
= you email me enough as it is.
gyt “eling trivmphant, “That’s what 1 thought,' 1
¢e o

‘1 don’t know whit you want it for

ELL i
.
| |1|:(](IL‘(I-

PR FYTILr] e
rolling through Justin's messages.
» i : .
d,s 11 email him?" Lulu stared at me, *Oh my God, |
Aou stitl el

13l

1 1
i OB W ]'llhﬁ o,
| ave (91} [Ela\l ll)hl_.], l[l\(._. mao 4
ri‘.‘.lll'.[i“ }‘Uu :“{'“l up

.“;“-,.-]ll\r,’_]uslin said with a sneer ‘She’s still begging for
it Bad. ‘ .
Christopher stepped forward and, ina smooth i.“n“[;“'
: 2 e T . Ve
wrapped Justin e a h ::K!.IUC,L. .ll wis @ s-l.utlln'lj,“t (
velopment that caused Frida’s jaw 1o drop. 1 have to
wmit, T was shocked mysell. Christopher had never ]Jt't':ll
te most physical of guys back in his pre-supervillain
days. -
But now [ suppose he had the forces of evil propelling
him, ’
Jesus,” Justin croaked. The models he'd been dancing
tith, so skinny they looked like picees of Slim Jim, pranced

| . . W P2 OIE T
tackwards a liule, cager Lo get out of the danger-zone,




——

case there was bloodshed. They didyy, W
outlits messed up. ‘Let go of me, muy [)“l!n thej, Dy
my father is?” You gy, G
Apologize,” € ‘hristopher said. ey vides Y ki
1

since Justin began making choking Noises, ¥ sqy ey
Sorrv’ Justin said, gagging. ‘Don’y b
Lise [I
I'm starting an Ang Lee llm after e N *Haeg, .
cw Ve ap b,

I serolled until I found a messy
age with N;
Nikkilg .

sender, then read the extremely Nowep

there.
It didn’t make any sense.

But then, neither had the dinosayy stick
CRer
‘Can Felix trace an email? I asked Ch
P e el : :l\lnph
i course,” Christopher said,
“Tell me where to send this so he ¢ an {3
A an ligur
came from. Ot Where
Christopher did. I pressed forccard, ang sent
> NG s ] T ) [ L
from ‘Nikki’ to I'clix, with a note asking hip, o
origin. N ”iu .
Oh,’ I'said, looking up when I was done. Yoy ¢
of him now.’ can let gy
Christopher released Justin, who staggered o
_ : . 55 around ;
bit, holding on to his neck. '
7 AN ? - L3 % -
Christ,” he said. ‘Have vou lost your mind? What w2
that all about?”’ -
a? - o ? - at 1
: I don’t know.” Gabriel scemed quite calm. ‘But this is
or lying : little eirl abe '
ying to the little girl about the punch.’
And he slammed his fist into Justin’s stomach - redll

h ; .
ard, judging by the way Justin doubled over then

2 l:j JI.

ding beside Lulu, glanced from Justin o
ropher and then back again, Then he said,

[ had my doubts at first. But this is

et
I gu'l

JC Thris
abric i wou knows
' A really great party!
nd any of this) Frida said, looking

vt anderstit
wn at Justing who was beginning o

e stre d do
iself = with the help ol the models who'd come

‘-hm
¢ to his rescuc. ‘What's going on? Why did you
wstin Bay’s cellphone? Whatis Christopher

ik as e

pece

'I ”"ll(l\l
Ilul"”l il ]l

joing he re?
s @ very good question for you,” I said, eyeing

Where did

el (
Tha

werely, ‘And what have you got on?
het seve e

itocan even be called a

g wet @ dress fike that? IF

Wtk &

dress.’ oy . |
ne to support Lulu,” Frida said, pouting. ‘I know

T
. 5 ~ = k|
how much this party means to her didn’twant to let he

dgwn—

Lulu looked touched. ‘st that sweet?
Really, Nikki, you can’t be mad at her for that

Yeah, I can,’ I said. ‘1 told her she wasn’t invited, and

wouwere there when I did it, remember, Lulu? [don’t thin!

‘Aw,’ she said,

there’s anything sweet about it

I think you're being a bit harsh,” Gabricl said. o my
utter astonishment, he plucked off his jacket —an ultra-
expensive one with frayved edges, just like Ste ven's — and
putitover Prida’s bare shoulders, since she was shiveris

]l’f

fittle from the breeze that was seeping in through the opet

L
(3]



 / .
ik pluc-eyed gaze still on me, he asked,

ord with you —in private?”

and yets

window she was still standing in froy, of. ‘S
3y ik ?? SN .
her lesson, don’t you think: ‘“lr”t;‘! i P e
Yeah,' Frida said, clutching (he collay o ; oo 1 h cen put his foot down, l
» " . “ . " 1 e o: X .n W ! "t it L yl.i h l.Iu o - -
closed and gazing up at Gabriel with, [ilct”‘lll Jacke, h"‘-hc said. e didn’t say 1t angrily aid it quite
looked like stars in her eyes. But then | realizeq $ Whiy N . matter of fact.
A e " Veial Last ] . s el g
reflections of the special party hdkjgclls Luly ik Y ey ‘_J|;nl) line {No' came out as forcefully as a ng .
o « 1t K et I:r 1 . i . = . 5
‘Tve learned my lesson. "-'nlltd‘ [hot rintf vou have to say to her involving all this, you
. i LS \ p o LR S
Lulu clbowed me, gigaling, bug | didn’, see syl o Steven said. ‘m her brother, remembe?
A H s . B '“11; r\'l(} y . PES b l
50 ﬁuln}- ['C:l“}-’. l\j} h“ll: Sistel was C['Ushing oy (}[ \-.-Zl.\ ‘-_vl['l sit) n’[ ]'CElllv [.n).- I)I'U‘hcl = “‘hl(,h we an an“, (“"C“,
i 1 Saby; s Was /
n doine o Mllr,. [I{. ) w
ng for monhg Noy : be not Gabriel).
o0 paie in those few sceconds, it scemed that he truly
) ERSP A eerial . t ) .
prother. Ghi istopher certainly didn’t scem (o

Luna - something she'd bee

it was inappropriate. e was too o for hep and |
v and Jy,

Cy

only encouraging her with this h(:l!a\'i()ur, knoek;

idiots like Justin Bay. e o
And OK, yeah, that had been pretty badass, Bu qlu-.sw“

That didn’t mean Gabriel could jugy g0 aroung ;. '“”f:l. ‘R’f-:“ AN

coat to my sister. My /ittle sister, who v Stving hio m.(..}lg .[[l t: -

to be here, let alone dating at her age, . n-csuf{b:t'];i:n. ‘Westchester? Thats just, like, twenty
“This is probably Felix’ Christopher saéd, I gaped €

into the pocket of his leather jacket for his cellj

had just let off Dragon Battle Cry. When he glanced gy, o

WA pigke G li;lu made a face. “Why would a doctor be sending emails

to Justin Bay, pretending to be Nikki Howard? What kind

was my
tion 1t —
' he said to Steven. ‘Well, here’s what Felix found
¢d the email to a computer with an 1P address

T
BIteven suppygeg

- - Y ?
and reacg miles from here. y
Rieht. And it belongs to a doctor. Iis name is Jonathan
D .. o

)hl)!lc,x-,-hith

hat have yoy got?'

asked.

He nodded a few more times. Then he looked ag e, ek oo is B Ly
That’s not the real question,” Christopher said. “The

real question is, who does Doctor Jonathan Fong work for?”

s like a laser pointer, it was so sharp,

His blue-cyed gaze we
I could feel it all up and down my spine.
And not in a good way. I'stared at him. Even though the party was still in full
I couldn’t read the thoughts behind the gaze. But | swing behind us, and it was boiling hot in the apartment, |
felt cold as ice all of a sudden.
No," was all I said.
257

sensed trouble.,
Christopher pressed IEnd and put away the phone. Then.
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Tiveniy-one

In the end, five of us = not counting C.'osul)cn;l g

. . : . e,
woing to Westchester. And one of us Was uncg deq
o =

It wasn't nice or fair to use Brandop, Stark

VEI'e
Dr Fong’s house? No taxi would (ake

But we needed his limo. How ¢lse ¢ Going
1S some plac
away; and the trains had stopped runnin

Christopher said his Aunt Jackie
borrow her minivan, but that m

sungj]

cant sch

way out to Brooklyn to pick it up firsy, he

i3 . : not (g Mengg,
explaining why we needed it.
Whereas there was Brandon, passed

out on 1y Conch

from too many Lychee-tinis,
At leastwe took him with yg, Ive

nifwe digd o)) Tom, i,
driver, to run inside to get some Pepio for hin

at the (i{-l'i
nslipped be

—then. while he was gone, Steve hind the e

and drove off with us al] inside.
The hard part 1o explain - at |

cast to Gabrie] —
he couldn’t come along.

as why
He had no ide
going (except to Westchester), or w
come with us. When [ th
and said, ‘Well, we ha

a where we were
hy. But he wanted 1
anked him for his help with Frida
Ve Lo go on an important errand now:
I'guess we'll see you later,” he'd said, “That’s nice. Il help
you,"and held all doors as Christopher and Steven dragged
& semi-conscious Brandon through them.
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. N
n-‘icm.,_\F !

o

3 i o I G 3.1"[\(71' “'”uh'l
i ANVGe, (1‘ course ne
! llldll 1 h.-
1¢ wo

- | |
H rEne
chimbyt gy
ok wour and take her home? She’s

st
vito

H . r—
arm andwhispered, ‘Please . ..

y huge i

| do me this late, and 'm afraid something
out :

e o ne alone. You
coung p il 1y 1o send her home ¢
i ' t the party. Will you sce that she gets
Ei ” . . ‘

g salclyd Tits only a few blocks away.?
o . 1o het p;uu: : !1)111 ‘(m[v when T said we’d wait for
Gabric] ;‘g":::c when Frida found out she’d be riding —
him..’\nd ol co

._,[mu?
willin
coodbye:

other day:

b with Gabricl Luna, she was more than
iy acab ] e .
e ith him. She whispered to me as we hugged
o0 wl
glog e
q'm sorry I st o 1 -
any ol them. You're an awesome
[ didn’t mean any of them -

id such bitchy things to you the

1 , .
into which, I saw, she’d slipped the diamond
i 3 )

wally. And thanks for these.” She pointed o
< dister actuadlys

big 1

jer carlobes,
I'd gotten for her

5 - | 4‘ 3 e
studs supposed 1o wait to open those on Christmas
L 5 Jal.

You wer

' ‘ed. ‘Now what will you have
ing,’ L said, feeling dismayed. "Now what will you h:
morning,” [ said, 1c ¢

 forward to?’

" k;if:; vou,” she said, and kisscd me gf')"dh)'csl‘l“;c“‘ ‘;’::t
Gabricl’s arm and disappeared with him down Ce¢
Su;ml of course we had no intention of waiting [m(fdl_n id
10 come back. Steven pulled out and :staf‘u;d’ towards l:i
highway at once, anxious to get to Dr l‘ongs'“'”i i“(i’:hfl'[
possible. Not that he = or any ol us = 11:1(-1 any ide a] iul: 1
to expect when we got there. Out of all of llu:lm, I [-[]~|,(;\~L-
was the only one who kept thinking Dinosaur stickers. Tho:

emails still didn’t make sense . . .
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But ncither had those dinosay, Stickey ;
S 3

at ”1(. “ e

n s0 mclmn lk
t(“\ h(llli me,

reverber Fatineg
iz an just dis . g lhrml.,
head, “No one can just wappear forepey .

reachk out lo friends they Fnecw before . . !, s
messes up eventually.”

Christopher = at least, not to him lﬁ""a g
J
of context. they had to have bee

B ‘HJ[
cmails Justin kept getting, alleg

Christopher’s words kepi

But who was messing up witl those by
Me

Eln!\ (('\C !)[

Ollen ]Ublm Bay : .- sy
number?). Mavbe it was nothing, \

Maybe it was only a mean- -Spirited pr
could some random kid have it

1 e
aybe l}llg,\ vhole

was just a wild goose chase. thin,
But maybe it wasn’t.
The problem was, once we left \[dnhdum -
to Westchester, C‘hrismpiwr wouldn’t Je Steven @ gt
limo’s GPS to find the addre e

1SS we ut,u: luofxmg
he said,
satellite they've got right at us. The

for,

A e 2 - o k-3
Are you kidding: Stark il Poin every

cops’ll pull yg over iy
five seconds.’

Lulu looked excited. Are we ¢

wctually
against the law? she asked.

doing something

Christopher gave her a sarcastic look. “We just stole »
limo,” he said.

‘Well, I'said. “Technically, we only borrowed it I gl
at the slecping Brandon,

anced
stretched out on the side sear,
dozing like an angel in a (ux. He w

as wearing a red velvet
Santa 11;11.

“The owner’s still inside, right?’

¢ g . ) o Ty .
‘Here,? Christopher said, pulling up a map on hisiPhone,
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. (% .8

sereen Lo Steven. 'You've got anothey wo
¢ Sere
it s o on his road. 1 1i 1
Bt windin countryi
ailes ! H‘_ reven said. The 5 shroad

Janss: otted with large mansiony house after large
< 1. ¢

e W scemed virtually deserted this time of
e n\ h(nl\bn
0

Ll ne down in light fluffy Nakes, not enough
1 S‘l”“ cal

but cnough to be beautifull Twas still glad I'd
yety, B
Lick off my Jimmy Choo heels and replace them

(
ght to { Marc Jacobs boots. Steven had the heat up
4 LY e

[¢]
wi ﬂ‘ 4 p‘“[

e limo, but .
it | provide much warmth when I got out of the car,
ld pr

even so, my leather jacket didn't scem like

rwol

hat's because T still had on my halter-top evening
tha i
\.[ }l.hl

A least 1 h‘](l (, O‘nli)(..“d dr ape d ACI08s my thi thg {or
ca ‘j
ii\ll l

nth. ; e
i i1l don’t get where we're going,” Lulu said from where
stilic

as wearing Tom’s chauffeur
Jic sat, next 10 Steven. Lulu was wearing ch :
' hich he’d left in the car Tt went very rakishly with
capy wilC 4 o i 5 .
her pleached-blonde pageboy. ‘But I guess that's the
i s like scavenger hunt! Isn't Nikki
dventure of it! It's like a scavenge Z
fantastic? She always knows the best way to make a party
fun!’ ]
Leouldn't tell if Lulu was just trying to make herself fee
better, or if she really didn’t understand that something
b 4 "
serious was going on. She still seemed to be on cloud nine
# N iR sanansy . gy “;. \
about her discovery that she and Steven were astrologic lly
compatible, according to her astrologist.

. . b o » next
And then Christopher said, ‘It should be the ne

driveway,’

3 _ Gueway walled on
Aud Steven turned down a long driveway w
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ither side by low round stones piled one
cither ]

othen with a sloping yard and nice trees, by, l
3 ~brs

(his time of year. Because the snow clondy were |y,
(he lights from the eity reflected UP againg 5t
E= - St lh(:

wsn't hard to see the house, even thougl, j, w s 55
It was an old-fashioned red-byicl, Cole ‘
n

low,
TRy
time.
black shutters and a single clectrie oy i
each window,
I remembered reading somewhere
those candles in their windows during w;
» Lo g“id('

loved ones home. Now people had starqe :
I dtlrin.:;

dOing
the holiday scason, as well. Who was Dy T

(14 . gy
5 Buidiy
home? I wondered. ¢

Steven pulled all the way down the (]]'i\.’c“.a}__ until
made a circular loop to the front door: Then he Stopped
the car and turned off the engine. i

‘Well,” Lulu asked, turning around 1o PECT al us froy,
the front scat, the chauffeur’s cap jJauntily askew: Wh
IIU\'.':J,

I'looked up at the house through the tinted witidois
ol the limo. It wasn’t an iulimitl:lliugly huge mansion like
some of the other houses we’d driven past, but it wasni
small cither, It looked almost aggressively normal - the
kind of house youd drive by and never think uwice about,
neverwonderwho lived there, never think to yourself, Gee.
that’s the kind of house I'd like to have some day. [t was

Just ... there,
It was silent in the cary, except. for Brandon’s gentle

snoring,
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ifted Cosabella, whowas still spread ouy
s

| aCross my lapy
[ qoss Christopher’s legs (or Jlap,
[cr‘“"'l“d ACros: $10] s legs for the car dogr
ant » Christopher sounded alarmed, s\,

d.-\"ilill - ail for me,'

i me,’ Steven said, getting out,
An

] i . l.
Me 100, [L.ulu saic

V] was leading a little parade up to Dy Fong’s fisi

Soot X B ;
veryone from inside the limo bug By

door = € andon, whe

adn' stirred. It was ineredibly cold out - g, cold my
i ' ‘ ) . ) /
ostril felt as if they would freeze together if | inhaled
00 deeply. The air smelt pleasantly of woodsmoke, It was
{ H P = Lo

silent = absolutely still — in Dr Fong’s neighbourhood,

xeept for the sound our footsteps made as we walked i
L. " . -
the icy pathway to his [ront door.

Once there, I lifted the heavy brass knocker and let it

fall two or three times. The sound it made scemed so loud

in the snowy stillness, I was alraid it might wake some of

his neighbours.

After 2 minute, when there was no reaction, Lulu said

Nono one is home.” Fler teeth were c.h;mcring from the

cold. ‘Let’s g-go back to the car. At least it’s warm there.

I'ignored her. Instead, 1 reached up and lifted the
knocker and let it fall again,

This time, a light turned on above our heads. T heard
footsteps inside the house. Then the door opened to reveal
amiddle-aged man ina bathrobe, peering out at ussleepily
When he saw my flace, his cyes widened pereeptibly.

T T said.,

Dy Fong started to shake his head. *No,” he said. That's

all. Just o single word.,



But there was a world of fear in i
And he started o close the door,

But Steven was too quick for him, He i
SCrig i
7 ll "
15 , R L
”l]!)()sslhlc ( i
Or

Iy

between the door and the jamb so i v
I'ong to close it.
Then he said; We've comess s
I'hen he 5.“(11 Fve come a long gy, We ¢
come inside for a little while and hy
‘No,” Dr Fong said again. He sij]) lookeq
; ' 146
think you must have the wrong house, | dowt |
L e 2 " T ST e
Uh,” Christopher said, moving (o s
Actually, I think you know Nikki How:
<

[L'I'I‘iﬁt:d_ 1

0w Yoy

and IJl:hind Stey

- "t

wrd - o ¢ ;

| | sho

Em Watts — pretty well. Or aren’t You one of y}, ey E
y , € sy

i ]

who worked on her brain transplant at (ke St Teons

for Neurology and Neurosurgery a fey moml;,:;!zt.u:;s:““c
read her medical file, and I know all about i, So, 1::11; \ ;
" Y ey - y rl:s‘;{”
::;::.’mc, to release that file to the press, you’'d bcmr'lc:
Dr 1*'011g,'looking like someone was holding a knife
.tlfl;:oa[ - \.flnch, Il guess 1Tn a way, We were — thought alr-:mi
Itfor a minute, then (inally took a sten back and 1o o
We filed into a fover that ‘\wl*s c[c’:\:;:,p--bd?l‘,. T]d l%‘ ° m-;
3 . ated in New England
chic, dark polished wood and portraits of duck-hunting
dogs. Cosabella sniffed around politely but curiously. -
“This isn’t a game, you know,’ Dr Fong said resentfully
when we were all inside and he’d shut the door behind us
“They’ll kill you if they find out you know. They've kill:d
before. How do you think I got into this mess?’
Iearing those words coming [rom such a mild-looking

docton, standing in a red plaid bathrobe in the dark stillncss
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" i

!'-lqhi”"‘;(l hallway, chilled me in 5 way the ¢old
alw = LUK

=138 (1](!’
5 ht._[ pever could have.
(Lt

.i."‘lt T - o Sy A . .
tTJll'il chilled M¢, it had an even more startling effeey

Ll whi ol i X
If intos climbing into Brandon Stark’s limo back on
t. s ~

y really had no idea what she'd been getting
W . ;
fers

e Strect in Manhattan. She grew very still - anq very
centre? :

[learing you might be killed definitely destroyed

qmbrec: ) . )
) ¢ kind of party mood you might have heen in. 1

whateve
conld attest L0 lhal,.

L don’t we sit down 5o you can tell usg about i
Stevet suggested in the same calm voice he'd used before.
.l!m:u'cm!}’ he was used to dealing with hysterical brain

}.“rg{:{)n:‘i.
Dr Fong did as he asked, but it was obvious it was only

pecause he was cornered, not because he wanted to. e
padded in his slippers into the living room, a square room
decorated, again, with New England sparsencss, where
apparently a fire had been burning carlier in the evening,
It had gone out, but the smell of burning wood lingered
pleasantly in the air. He turned on a single lamp on a table
by the window, but only alter he’d made sure to close every
sctof curtains in the room, glancing out cach window in 2
paranoid manner to make sure there were no other cars on
the drivcw;iy but ours.

You're sure vou weren’t followed?” he demanded.

Christopher and T exchanged glances. I had actually
been paying attention to this, paranoid as this made me
seem,

Yes," I said. And no, we weren’t.’
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You couldnt have picked @ less oby USIVe velys l Jown pext o Cosabella, who'd helped hersell v, 1l
o vl dtirate . e, 1 Jow ) . b i
yor demanded. you think a stretch lime Won'( by, % ank g the house. When he tarned 1 Bl i §
i Cho,. [jest 3¢ ) ) s,
o i | :rl-ul (o sce he'd gone as white as the sails o )y
L sfiob h A

I'ot
ship hanging on the wall above hig head

.-
around here: il |
e didn’t have @ choice,” 1 said, taken abael WS of the

e

Dr Fong looked around = at Lulu, still i, her chayg, pic o clse knows about this? lic asked.
g | said, glancing over at Steven, ‘L meay, . Neept

soolv-skirted party dress, percheq e
J lhc ed o ONe,
! in this room. And the person who traeed the

cap and | _

of & Chip;mnd:ah* chair: Steven standing I

. . : S an . Levont

rtention by the foyer door, as il expecting Syap. : ltl a r\"-‘[ iy
a ) : ) P o by il o herve.

5 :'lﬂ-‘ i , et e T I R

ill he tell anyone?” Doctor Fong asked, vaising (he

in at any moment; and Christopher and | -“'"Uldinu :
l 8 by W el
| his lips with trembling fingers,

1 said. 1 crossed the room to sink into an arml,

I
Ay

dead hearth, Cosabella sitting at our feeq, 1, lookeg
“ W .. il o . '\C[ ” " l\:; 1c
totally confused in his pyjamas and robe, with b b 0 g )
e i I o ;s 3 Dlag), NOy
hair sticking up a little in the middle, Tt wag cleay from i, .« {rom the couch where Dr Fong was sitting, ‘Dr Fong
; IS RS , i ACTOSS < Hihe
c.\'prcsswn he wasn't very mpi essed ])} “’h:u he - 5 A <. it on”
L What 15 58S . ]
d([_]llS[(}uu".rcd pr Fong didn’t say anvthing for a moment. 1le just
qared into the amber depths of his drink. When he finally
stare b

s there, Tasked, because the thought |
to me, ‘a Mrs Fong?’
seak, it was 1o ask, ‘Do you know what the Hippoeratic

Ty . i R . . =
Dr Fong looked scornful. *No,” he said. ‘No, 1y
2 L] 11) lllmhu (Ii(lsl

oath is?’

doesn’t live with me.”
I'd meant did he have a wife, but I guess thay answer| Lulu looked blank. Steven still Tooked like he wanted
someone Lo come bursting in through the door so he could
Larate chop them or something.

my question anyway.
‘Why,” Christopher demanded, cutting straight 1o ()
) ; .:
‘hace. ‘g - TR Wy U - arel e eretl , ~ . . ’ . ihine o
ChaiEs T ey 0 How‘“dbg“““‘gcmillfs Finally, Christopher said, ‘Yeah, IUs something all
doctors have to swear before they can begin pracusing

from somcone using a computer in this house?
Dr Fong suddenly buried his face in his hands, Then medicine.
he turned and marched over to a small secretaire, opened st W Tenid, “lomo hasin?
s Al d - = =) = - 3 . v S : I-titl]lr-l
“That's right,” Dr Fong said. At the Stark Ins ut
No harm. Were

it, took out a cut-crystal decanter of whisky, and pourcd
that’s what we tell oursclves we're doing. .
| bodies that

transplanting brains from horribly ot
althy bodies helo

himsell a g[EISS with Shﬂking ﬁngc I
I'hen he downed the entire contents of the glass in one I

i i nying

otherwise wouldn’t survive 1nto he i

paticnts have anotht!

1o brain-dead donors so that our

go. And poured himself another,
This onc he carried over to the couch, on to which he
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Oy

chanee at life. That's what happened g You,'
‘I've been working at the Sgap). bifses le
1ll|1

¥
i .

up alome.
ve ars. and I've never for aimoment que Stioneg by
[T ‘II

ol what we do there. Until the day of YOur aceig
T )

His waze itted around the room, hmlu,,‘ f
l”r 'S
T

(o Christopher to me.

AWhat happened that day?” 1 askeq, my voice

l<1||f.“ |

coughed to clear it.

‘I was only assisting,” Dr Fong said, his e log
away: ‘Doctor Holcombe was in charge of Your o st
Howard was [ar too important 1o be handleq by .”“:L \il;!
him. Normally I run the teaching wing of (he ! Ot |y,

“Teaching wing?” I interrupted. g

“Yes, of course,” Dr Fong said. “The demg
transplants is so high that there’s o Waiting fig, I;‘“ foy
several years long, and some patients can't - o doy’ l“: -

LT

to —wait. So for a [ee, surgeons from aroung the worlg
{5y

come to the Institute and we'll train them o ——
e

surgery themselves. We allow them (o practise oy
h SLV T

bhodies—'

‘Donor bodies? 1 was horrified. Christopher threw e ;

annoyed look for interrupting again, but I couldn’ help i,

Donor bodies?

‘Oh, we have quite a lot of them,” Dr Fong explaincd.
All sorts of individuals who've been declared legally brain
donated their bodies to science. Sadly;

dead and who've

there’s no shortage of individuals in vegetative s
thanks to accidents and, quite often, drug and alcoho!
overdoses. What we don’t have, of course, are viibls
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-, h ¥ . . .
put 10 them, and that's wh Patients fik, Lo

.\i\l“f bechias |
1d up & hand, too sickened 1o hegy more, Ny
{ » % .
p e ,
1. s ae® (30 on.
ke
i Dr Fong said. “Like Twas saving, olwio Ay Dot

avell
mbe and Doctor Higgins were the maiy SUTECOny gy
) "

il
jli But there was something . . odd abont youy

ut st
Iy [ was told by Boctor Holcombe tha Nik; Ki Howaed
et

R
I ;i h

vs what Eilled her)”
[ aw Lulu look more confused than ever, When 1o One
LT

powever, reacted to Dr Fong's reference 1 e iy

'\{li
i
(] was dle ad when there | WilS, l‘lt‘:ll'hf il'll\'l" she didu't

il o Family history of genetic brain defeers and i

gl

oy anything.
\fter he was done stitehing you up, Udid something 14

never o, under ordinary circwmstances,” De Fong wen

[ went to examine the brain he'd removed, e alvay

ol 5
bren nter stedd 1o bram anomalies, and Twanted 1o se

what Nikki Howard’s was,’
Somewhere upstairs, | heard a door open and clos

md then some thumping sounds. Someone was walking

wound above our heads. Dr Fong, however, didn't appei

w notice,

‘But Nikki Howard hadn’t any brain anomaly, e
7 T i i . \ Gelor
was perfect. There was no defeet. The ancurysm Doete

1 H iy Fr Ei
Holcombe claimed she had suffered? The whole reason
- I iy

. : SR H
her death and this emergency tansplant in the Bt

[t hadn’t happened. She was completely b alth |

VLt v bl sa thert
[ looked over at Christopher. e had said




E -

‘Does anyane really Ly,

na accrdents. o et B " i |
sp et gl el he'd asked, Sie o, - b

" .\'LLl l - .o e Ll L T Vo,

Fack wfr dgatid. Starh 33y 1WAy @ aneypy i, N

: | I e te e emnd

3 a

ik,

Al pow we had ot answer It b g,
. e

-,

an .

e looked buck ar me, sthusly sagig

FTa Sy
! .
h'” i'.r i

et L
Vhen . cowhat did they doto hien' askediiis
lier pass out like that?” oy,

We may never know,” Dr Fong i, Otrce 41
wis oven Twasat allowed near the by - Nitt
any more, Dwas only supposed 1o handle 4, “-E
\\'.lsu'..' Mol
Lulu inhaled, looking horrificed. N -
IR

He threw her an appraising look, 4 ir shetd g,
strack him as a lot more intelligeny thy, he'd l'f"\'-
given her credit for. o
"That's righty” he said. I was (he one ol
disposing of 1.’
‘But," Steven said, ‘vou took an ourh,

‘Do no harm," I murmured.

afred Wil

‘Why?” Steven asked. He looked s horrified . Ll

‘Why would anyone remove a perfectly healthy byain i1,

a girl’s body?’

‘I think Iean tell you whyy” Christopher suid,

But at that moment there was thumping from o

starrcase — a [amiliar skittering sound that coued

Cosabella to perk up her ears alertly.

[

And the next thing I knew, she'd begun barking. ..
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=i

MUY ol LA Uiy RSICTANG Vips st ?llilﬁ.ﬂlllr
[IR1E .
v like hwer — anby ane W ll'g_ld_. the "”"‘

exadthy _ .
Durstig e e

1,.1'.,J.i caamy Likatin, ) ll\‘\

vt Il t‘i\l" A 0usy, who le ape I.l (!u\\u ““”‘ the lhnl
v i f
. Svel 1 them, her il whipping baek gnd Ly
L L

II!\ l\*h( preet L‘ what pedne d ol “\\'Illl'tu\ 1 "y

Pywinston!” Ao ulder wonm in ey ol e

Slattds
qullﬂ oot alter the dogs, "hl'i'lm‘ e by,

-.<-Li1
et Do
l’l e -1: e Bads soos plistered o ey Bewd b
- il she didn't have any andhe-up o, | recopmized
N i'--*'!”-’ steven broke his stunce By the doopsay and

el
rontahnpent, Mo

cricd g o
DeeDee Hemsarrdl b Ploss aod"s imvonn svas Tiviine i 1y

Flmew b she was,

Fotig's housts
The thiine s, ' sort sl Loova b, Fronsy thie ppomient
[ pat s amd twe e ther and Pdoreabized sl gl
il miessies: Vevonies had told e about veadly e,
i lawve Teft behind her busiuess ol
hoew, 100 Dadac been to be with

4 billign thies

Wiy else would

everythinng else shi

sanething — or sumeone = she loved

more?
- -} L | 1-! ot
Steven!” she cricd when she saw Bt She yeachedt
Mg iy filial
to him jovously, He wies so ik In',';,u thaaer sl s
be had 1o Bunch down to et her take b b .
odidnle wtone 1

L}

1o ey

His eNI ession was one al i If"ll!h!',-
were here!’ - -
o wate] s sl (AU

He seemed dazed, Mo, he caitd <




TR

T've been looking for you, Everyone
“1Yone’s .
l I)LL‘II “-“rl.
$Chie w e .
: f(..(;(_-nl ' | Steg,
"1\\'3 e L

Leanne, Mary Beth, Didn't yoy, sc
on I'V? :
‘O Mrs Howard said. 'y, SO s0;
)

those, But we assumed ji was Stapd
PRANE, (e

i

hm;,-.,.,. v,

. = BRI

B L1
}ll'tjjr Lo i Say,

never thought it was really you . sy, ‘] &
Then froze. *Oh. Oh my,” she sajg .-,L]‘ need gy, _'iw.l
tears. Her gaze swept over me with \\.'! o ey fillgg, .
A appey. W
say. You ... you look just like . ) e Loy knoy, wh;
She couldn’t go on. She didn’y -

mix of horror and fascination q

ave 1o, | kney

thought I looked just like, why g
e

The thing was, 1 knew | (fi(l:l’ljlm lock: lik
) ke

Feeas that person. I mean, i o way, W persgy,

l £ z
(‘I“L\-I l)hf..' ciame ovelr l(l e .

¢ l!
Csture 0

my shoulder. It was 2 supportive o |
- and [
ouldy,

have been more gratelul for . |
“This ) YRR O,

s must be very hard for you,’ (-:hl‘i\'luph .

to Mrs Howard, g Sendy

s oL Steven’s .
o Steven’s mother shoolk her head Her Soul
- T ArL [Ehs » . 4 i ‘()llt lt’
aceent was much more pronounced than 1, )
. “ 4

it was pleasant, like her slightly faded o " ‘“’""5- B'"I
sorrys Ldon't mean (o stare. Yn;: just le h;-mfl - .]'m
. 1 Iust Look so much fit
Becanse 1 am her, 1 wanted to say. Or at least, m
inhabiting her body, ‘ i
| s all vight, 1 said instead. A my leet, Cosabella was
il Taving ajoyous rennion with her cousing - or brothers,

for all T knew Haory and Winston, happily cavorting m

I decided 10 change the subject. So you've
e U e
i o

the whole times
[ . - = i 33 ' LW '
et sy M [Howard said. She had slippedherhandintg
Iem i i P i Tl T ol

s and wis happily holding his arm. ‘Dr Fong called
R

ained the situation. He told me how important
P

me Ltoleave a trail that Stark could trace. T came right
s O . . -

it'-‘-“”;F . sorry to have worried you, honey,” she said 1o

g, ' 50 SOUT i [

awa put [ didn’t dare check in with Leanne, vou know

o eve I i

1'-“" . I P thl'e - rlnoe. R E ; T

S <lic £OSSIDS: And Mary Beth’s just hopeless. But vou're

Jrow 5575

|

¢hit

iu}l!]t‘-!.
Stevet

hat’s all that matters. Oh, I've got so many

¢ NOWs and t ' .
ou! How are you? Oh, I'm so glad vou're

igs 10 tell y

| looked torn between wanting to laugh and to cry.
[ knew the feeling. Home. He was as far from home as he

altl!(l be.
And vet, he was in her arms. So wasn't he, in fact,

home?
From the chair where Lulu had sunk down, I heard a

sound. When I glanced over, 1 saw her wwirling a curl of
her blonde pageboy nervously. When she saw that almost
everyone in the room was looking at her, she jumped. and
said apologetically, ‘Sorry! I just . . ." She looked wan and
delicate in the dim light of Dr Fong's living room. ‘I don’t
getit. What are we doing here?

We're here 1o find hery ©said, nodding towards Mrs

e . . -} 7 i ‘.‘!
Howard. ‘But the real story is why she's here. Right,

Doctor?!
Dr Fong sighed. He didn’t want to talk about this. He
didn’t wand to talk about it at all.
[ B
-



I needed her help. Ttook anoath,” e Sitid
Sy g,

rold me to throw Nikki’s brain away. Bug ¢ do gy, ey
HY SR

al w vhe
a waoylg hay, ey
Tegy

I

there was nothing wrong with it,
¥
Il Ny b

murder. T owe a lot to Stark I‘Intcrpl-iscs_ B |
o . i - g i ¥
party to killing an innocent woman, &
S . .. if you didn’t dispose of Nikki’s fyp
= o ) S Drain e ¢
-y o ¢ 1y . . Ly
said. looking confused, ‘what did you i, st Wiy

As i on cue, a side door opened ang A young |
SN wop

i
never seen before, of average heighy and anly
with auburn hair that was neither curly nop Strajp}
into the room wincing as if she’d Just woken :
though the lamplight wasn’t I)m'['iclllar[}r bright U, eve
‘God,” she was complaining, ‘could you gl,\,q. al
ST Make 00

more noise? Some people are stil trying o “[L'l
I SHeED, vy

know.’

Then she scemed to realize thay there were more pegy
i ) e - L'{Jlj{-
in the room than just Di Iq::g and Mys Howard, il

eves widened a bit.

as only when she came stz
It was only she came to stand beside me ang

looked at me properly that she [ully reacted, howeyer
Colour rushed into her [ull, slightly cherubic face, and her
cyes, which were green, flashed.

In a sccond flat, she'd lifted her hand and brought it
right across my face with as much force as she could,

That’s right. She’d slapped me.

You bitch,” Nikki Howard said.

Tivenly-lwo

d and Steven jumped in to separate us before
vard and StEYEE, =
really bad. T mecan, Nikki tried to go to town
i * :‘ b £ -

s Hov
I guess [ should say, on her old body — as she

glaing-“ gU

v O

118 x . ; ] .
on e | pinching me, pulling at my hair. Dr Fong

pegan hitting A1 itk back ~cattor T id
-:h;ﬂllt:d at me that I couldn t. hit Nikki back —after I triec
;0 1650, entirely in sc]f-rlc!f:nc:c — because hc‘! recovery
jadn’t been as speedy as mine, and slu:.lmc!n l' 1'1011:'1'(:(:(%
pack as quickly from her surgery as I had from mine, Nikki
badn’t had the incredible technology of the Stark Institute

for Neurology and Neurosurgery to help her with he
cehabilitation the way I had - only her mother’s tender
gare and whatever help Dr Fong could give her when he
got home from work. Apparently, Nikki wasn’t a hundred
per cent yet, like Twas.

But she’s still well enough to be emailing her ex-
boylriends,” I pointed out snarkily. Pm sorry, but that slap
had hurt. And the subsequent pinches hadn’t felt oo good
either.

Mrs Howard threw Nikki an accusing look. She’d been
pretty angry with her over the slap and subsequent attack
ome, velling, ‘Nicolette Elizabeth Howard! You quit
hitting that girl right now, you hear me!” It was the first
tine anyone had ever called me by my full name.

Only she hadn’t been addressing me.

G
~]
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R

‘Look at hen Mom,” Nikki had shouteq in

3 - g l"
Mrs Howard had dragged her daughtey Fons cply
’ ‘ me

look at her! That's my dress! And my s
) Mt

Jugy

boots! And look how she’s making Up my cyeg T J;‘L‘ubs
2 %YCS The

awlul!’
But Mrs Howard wasn’t willing to puy up wig|
'l -

from her daughter despite her delicate state of
‘Nikki, you apologize,” she said. “You know thatg he;
behave. Especially in someone else’s home.?
Nikki, looking truculent, jutted ouy her Jower 1:
sneered. ‘Sorry.” er lip ang
That, apparently, was all the apology [ vy to get g
throbbing check. Ormy

Mrs Howard, however, came over (o me -ang
<R put
b

arm around my shoulders and said, ‘I'm g, sor
Honey. Just like she’d called Ste s
v Jus > : teven. Her app, fely 5
. r i ' l
and comforting. When she looked at me, I saw 180&
: ' 2 at there
wasn't any flicker in her gaze, unlike my own moth ‘L
L3 &l 'r'Q
I'he look Mrs Howard gave me was sir -
ok oNgve g vas strong and steady ang
compassionate. “This has been really hard on her, B
i ) r. But
I'want to thank you. Thank you . . . for bringing me my
son.’ - :
y = Ip o3 R i 2 x
And then she’d kissed me on the cheek Nikki had
slapped.
And I know it had just been Nikki’s body reacting. But
3 = = [P T B 1
d felt comforted in a way I hadn’t really felt with my own
mom in ages.
Which was weird.
Now Nillie :
Now Nikki’s mother turned an outraged look on her
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.’ ;l.\

Nikki, what arc you doing, emailing

and saids ) - | i3
prer .an surfl the Net, but no cmailing?

h where Steven had pinned her

e > told yous YOu ¢
e ‘ ) ;
g on the couc 0
e Il of us, Nikki pouted. ‘Well, what clse am 1
oat & 3 . |
lbl doallday? Youcan only watch so many cpisodes
[ o 0« i

»
I'm so bored!

.‘-m\‘lll

)8
apposed”
of Flavor Flav. v

Of course you are, sweetie,
de her, and stroking her arm. She was trying

the couch besl .
i her old friend down —mnot that it seemed to be
il

Lulu said, going to sit on

i e . . ;
ing much good. Nikki didn’t look any morc thrilled to
domng & ‘ ; .
[ulu than she did to sce me. ‘I can’t believe theyve
e e
fieen li{!(:[)il

Jet you out soon.’
“To do what?® Nikki demanded churlishly. “Work at the

1g you cooped up in here. But 'm sure they’ll

Gap? Look at me. I'm ugly and my hair is stupid. What are
vou wearing, anyway? You look weird.’

Lulu touched her chauffeur’s cap. ‘I think it’s cute,” she
«aid defensively. °T think you look cute. Red hair suits you.
And there’s lots of things you can do. This man saved you
from being dead. Aren’t you glad about not being dead?’

‘No,” Nikki said. She turned her attention to Cosabella.
Cosy.” She snapped her fingers at the dog, who was still
wrestling with the other dogs. ‘Cosy!" She leaned back,
frustrated. *God, this sucks. Even my own dog likes
this one better” She sneered at me. 1 was apparently
this one.

Hon, I 1old you. We'll get you a new dog,” Mrs Howard
said. She looked tired, and not just because it was the

. : 1 e = .
"iddle of the night. It scemed as if this was a conversation
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they'd had numerous times before T
g ¢ im
Porg
ang .

is that we don’t let Stark find oug yoyp
ars YOu're o ]
have to stop emailing people., Doctos Yo, S]] aliv, g
v, » 1 =
much trouble for you.’ 8 hag gon,
gon,.
to 5y

Yeah,” I said. T looked from NjLp:
s Nikkj to D
. 0 l"()u, ’

come Ididn’t see you in the Fecovery wapq H
4 »yway
when I was there? Qat the Inr: O
- ) N"UI{;
Dr Fong scemed even more tired
In order 1o save Nikki’s life,” he explai an Mg oy,
* U CXDRune barn
ined, q . d.

vas r‘”fui

One m‘- i

the assistance of some of Surge
5 : My colleaeii. s

’ COII("lgUCS- I‘he

to employ subterfuge. I used hep Biin
) ; ain
demonstration surgerics for some fope;  oF
‘C]trn F
o
ons, vy,
course, know where the healthy braiy we s (hd'"‘r of
T ; P Were g
come from. The donor body Nikkj has 1% Using hag
P el no‘\. hc' al
Onged
to

reoe S in-a i acl. ogiin o
vegetative state due o a vehiculap aceide ', 8one inyg ,
‘cideny,

a young woman — a drunk driver s
- who h

i -i;'ki f'()”(‘,d h i 4 ‘Ri
: { L'\'l‘.,'s. {I( %6 H 3 Sai a
3 I b’l”" -)h(_- b:i]d, \'\'ht’:u I (rl vl
Hic !!L"u'(l

- s Ve » 3
at her. “You get the supermodel’s body:, |
. " - . L
driver’s body. i i
: . . ..
At least you're alive, Nikki,” her big by |
Nikki made a face. ‘Oh, stay rij 5
. e s stay out of it, Steven.?
‘Once the sure ) e
5 2 C {4 I 'as S 1
sutgery was successfully completed,’ Dr
wenton, ‘in order (e § v,
, er to keep Nikki [r i ;
P NIRKI [rom asking ; i
i i as any questions
that might arouse suspicion when i e
L picionwhen she woke, it was necessary
O nave her translerreel 1 \ il
ok | translerred immediately, while she was stillin
ler coma, from the Institute q
e sttute = I forged documents stating
shewas bemng transferre ' ‘
—aiog g ranslerred to another hospital closer to the
am transplant’s ;
plant’s home. But really, I had her transported

here, ; :
e, and bribe i _
ribed the ambulance attendants to keep quict

-
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ot Bt
Spark tried to Lill her in the

Sh

Sther was the one who did most of her
fler MOt
first

TS
FELLY s
¥ The question 18 why
o} Christ
places (. o
weahy Nik
¢ cvidently like

£ her red hair bac
;‘l. C["‘igl()])llcr? I:Tspcmally onec w
ne X . = : s ‘
' as long as she had. Although if she made a move
forced to break her nose. “Why would

uphcrsai(l. e
i said, looking al Christopher appraisingly:

- ]
saw, since she flipped some

d what she
K flirtatiously. Well, what girl wouldn’t
ho'd been cooped up in

the houst

rowards him, I'd be

grark want 10 kill me
\n, just because lo

. after everything I've done for them?
verheard them talking about that

[ mei

stupid game—
Christopher’s interest sharpencd. “What game?’

“That computer game,” Nikki said. “The new onc.
Travelquest or whatever)”

Journgpquest,’ Leorrected her. “You mean the new version,
Realms?’
‘Right,” Nikki said. She dropped the flirtatiousness fora
look of mystery. ‘I mean, Imight have overheard something

about that . . . Something Robert Stark wouldn’t want

getting out. At least, that’s what he said when 1 brought it

up.’
Christopher and 1 exchanged glances. Uh-oh.

Even Lulu knew enough to know this was bad. She took
her hand away from Nikki’s arm.

L el eatdd ol . o 2

Nikki,” she said with a gasp, ‘did you fell Mr Stark you
knew this sceret?’

LE S SRR T ¥ o I [ "

Sure,” Nikki said, with a shrug. ‘I wanted to sce how
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much it would be worth to hiny, fo
Orme 1
ok
co

..\nff it turned out, it way worth qq; i
delightedly at the memory of i:“l.lfc abig, g;u Wiy,
as she stared at me. ‘R-‘icn;p; \_o;l’f‘_fh:n hep r._l; -1:: """T\?h:;
m(.'}nc}' now, aren’t you? W‘h-’ll' ha fc the One ¢, -da_rl-"cnm
on? It better be good.’ e voy beey, SiJ}ﬁ:cm_;; IEE;
What money? | asked, genuing) Idhlg i‘
know what you're talking aboy, [._._’L x l)"“'”dlv't'cd, :
( oy,

But I had a ver i
Lad avery bad feeling .
celing aboy, (T
« f(:(':ﬁ"g Ih
=M,

could tell, was shared by gl —
c:x]ff;cs:;fons evervone was \\'c;n-‘;n" \:'l‘“? Toom, if the i
“The money,” Nikki went on, ‘lh:-,u :}-l‘c any ings Y,
me to km-.:p my mouth shut aboy, Sl‘:lrg Promigse l(,'}}l
tgisce - dime of it. I had (he accideng I.i"}‘uar%{! Uneyey
Dr .J-ong, who clcarf}r hadn’y it gt :1f:ertim_,

sank his head into his hands and g, ANy of thi bef.
5 Sroane, Y

[glanced at Chris
glanced at Christopher, who said witha i
a knowing.. .
Owing spyt,

Ll =
Told you. There arc no accidents?
swallowed. Hard. He kaq said that, By | l
to look so s p T ' 1€ didnyy b,
SO smug about it. Thjs was a girl’s Jir e
oS e wye e
tle

talkineg ab Al i g
gabout. A girl who used to walk aroung i, i
1 By ]

was currentlv S . 5 ‘
y inhabiting, living in the Jofy [ eurreng)y
Z v ived

- f‘ - * = -
a girl whose dog no longer recognized her

anted to cry just looking at her, sjuiy,
rself for something ha

in...
It was so sad. I w

there on the couch, so proud of he
had, in the end, ruined her life.
No .. .ended that life.
e Ladeled * Nilveo Tl 1 1
Oh, Nitki,? Mrs Howard said with a groan, coveringh

mouth with both her hands.,
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. 1o say about it than

3

. heed a lot more
howeven had ¢

el
o SO1 -
2 ‘i:ic:"s name.
sl

oceurret !

Nikki,’ Steven demanded

1o you, '
¢ wried to have yvou killed

ight just hav

t lliS
H : atl ?
What you did was blackmail.

ity .

qas 1 ecoll i
fy, ‘that St

Sarlier e vou?

. read OF PRYIRS I

mstes e

i Sk rolled her eyes. "GO >

e [Us justa stupid vidco game.

matic. 163 : A
des v« a billion dollar linc ol software,

L s : i " ™ ' Q - als -

! d her And even il you were the FFace of Stark, you
arrecte b T N e
r aceable.” He nodded at me. ‘See? They replaced
accable.

‘God, Steven, you were always 5o

Christopher

were repl

cou. With her.’ | | |2
" Nikki stared at me. A she did so, her lower lip started
cemble, just a tiny bit. It was all starting to sink in.

wl
Finally. :
“I'hey chose the software over you,” Christopher went

on bratally. So brutally; T wanted to shout at him to stop.
Just stop. This was all too much. I was so tired. I wanted
1o crawl into bed and go o sleep and make it all go away.
Except that I couldn’t, of course. ‘Or at least they meant
to. Doctor Fong saved your life.” \

For the first time, Nikki began to look scared. She
glanced at me, and then at Christopher. Finally, she looked

at Lulu.
nr - - . - e
You guys found me,” she said, ‘because of an email? An

email Isent to Justin?
Yes, sweetie,” Lulu said gently, taking her hand. “Your
mom is right. You have to be more careful.’
; Yeah,” Christopher said. ‘And what we need to know
5. .. have you sent any more emails to anyonce else?
281




Because — i €ase you haven't “""""".\‘ Bleyg,.
FeCatnt x: T -
location can be traced that way,

O &

Yoy,
Nikki chewed her lower lip, Just

H t.'oup]c‘, 3’1:-
k voice. She scemed really righteneq now. 1,
e e : -
anvone who matters,
. l"t\'h:} Nikki?® Mrs Howard asked, Shie
frightened as her daughter. Just tell ug who,?
F I : : 1 us .
Just to ... to... Brandon Stark, Nikkj SHITH
. ¢ osank. Br: m. OF ¢ Wilgpa.
My heart sank. Brandon. OF coupse, or Coupg, sherg
. “xw t ) 191 - ~ . LW ; . ;
ail:Br: .y Ihc-\" d been a '--ﬁll]ﬂt, b(:fm-g Vs
email Brande P dLCIdan
m

No wonder Brandon scemed 1o have such
ails frop,

much ghe
Then he was seeing me, in the flesh

- and it gig
that sometimes Ldid flirt with him, 4 litde ,
OK. a lot.

Great. And he was outside

ideas about me. He was getting em

INQ([.UP
named Nikkill telling him how

S(Jmcl)!!c
Misse hiy
n't hely,

s in the limo,
we needed was Brandon bursling in he

Howard - the weal Nikki H oward, the
he had had killed - was st alive,

The Jag thiy
re, I':‘::llizing Nikki
one his faghey thougyy
‘Lxcuse me,’ I said in a tight voice,
['leaped up from the chajr I’d been silling in, hurrieq
out of the room and stepped into the foyer. I knew | wasn't
1§ out over the fact that wey led the
han responsible for this entjre mess to Dr
Fong’s very door. 1 needed to go and check on Brandon.
for the handle to the
and rough wrapped
suddenly I foung myscll pre

the only one freaki
son ol the

F'was just reaching [ront door when
something hard around my throat, and
ssed against the wall, all the
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Tiventy-three

I clamped my mouth shut. The trurh was, I'd b,

. tnal
let out, a shrick to wake the dead. “Hou g,
Brandon’s warning caused me (o think 4,

that, though. Also, because he was pre

ice
Ssi e Aoy
Ing g harg o

my throat, I couldn’t have made » sound if | Wani.
“hled g,

Besides, I wasn’t sure he actually wanted g

_ eply,
‘So,"hewenton, ‘brain tr:msplam."l“h:u swhat b

to you? Not this amnesia bul] you’ve been fs

everyone else?’

apf)(':l]cd
cding ., and

I remembered how, back in St John,
touched the scar on the back of my
been the first clue that all was not
it was.

’hls fingerg hag
head. Tha, must hay,
as I kepy assuring pim

I nodded mutcly, wondering how [ v

as going
of this. Christopher, I knew, could have no ideq

was wrong. None of them would
back for a while. Itp

Lo get oy
anything
. Not until | didn’t come
uld 1 be back? | wondered. This v
side of Brandon I'd never seen before
scared me witless.

Yeah.

as a
- It was a side that

That actually explains a lot, he s

aid. He moved
one thumb down my Jaw line. C

reepy was not a strong
how it felt. I'd always thought

s dumb. Buy it turned out ’d been wrong.
You changed,” he

enough word o descrilye
Brandon w;

€

ent on, ‘but I could never put my

284

.vactly, Until today. T mean, obviously there
how, EXAEE
pon

= . Nikki = The old
. il ers it the old Nikki 12 0Ol¢
i g ark-s-evil crap. But
2 ;Ilt? LALY
v jere
. [ wonde ol e
-q.ikk"]“” wing crap about how she knew something
; .gn SPEML | . ot
qad bee? LIOu’tl‘k for ages. I just never listened. Now 1
{ S[;!I -
aboy

ow | should have . ..
Ln
afy he

(o tell. Fle was going to tell his dad everything,
e )
was g(}lna

! d how she’d feel about being called tha -

thumped. Oh God. We were so dead. Brandon
art i

had to be a way out of this, there just had to be.
sy JFAC < x
There

Ak e ive hi shu
hat did Brandon want? What could I give him to shut
wha

in . Bt gt Ety o S S = .
s “The problem 1s, she was an amatcur,” Brandon went on
= C

TP
L up about this?

wou all are. You don’t know my .dad. HL dol.::su’ll L“-Eli:{.‘. :ﬂlmu.l
vone or anything . . . except Stark. The only way to u.uz
;:n is through his company. \-\"l.m{c\-'c'r she kum\vs about
t;un'k Ouark, il iUs worth killing Nikki Howard for A and
‘t.lu:n E,;iving her a brain transplant to keep h(:r. m}tagc
alive = iU \.\-‘(Jl'l.h knowing. Believe me. And I want 1n.l ‘
) I opened my mouth. 1 was in sucl}‘sbock:‘Il(i.!(ll‘rz"l[
remember 1o be quict, like he’d asked. This \l\fm the las
thing I’d expected him to say — that he wanted in.
‘But—"1 croaked. -
‘No,’ Brandon said, and laid a hand over -I't-l} 1plssT .B ‘
I know that’s what she was doing - I)!ackmzul1:15.1111:1.- l 1i:
obviously she wasn’t going about it the right way. She (?:(I:“
know just how I}:z)u—'ci'['{ll the information she lu;([l W ‘Th"\,h_u
going to do it right. I'm going to get !u:r [(T lc-I .l!:-i“ .,-:-,1
she knows — and she will, because slw's'ob\'lﬂilh }\‘ ! [ii-n
the hots for me, since she keeps emailing me. Al
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“

}‘t-,u-',-f- goiny to get your personal geel .
R Squa
d by
1lck
t

aboy
T - s . iy ter.
figure out what we can do with thag iy \nd they €y
[ Oy ag:
Madjg,,

“I.\’ ['I.'I(I. .'\N(' [h(—'“ I‘“l g(lin{.’ 1O bl:ll"l' x
I 'n“kt'({ “ ‘ ! ! ‘k . - ”](li] I]in i() ]".
J} at hm h o hl? WIS o1 4 My i
As Crazy, ()”I\v 758

cell me what the hell she's talking
h:!"‘l

[ didn't really believe lora minute he s the g ing
Not at all. as. Cragy, 1 Wag,
ik [ "]c.

And that was the scary part
Why should I help you?” Idemandeq
; s . y cd,
Because,” he said very simply, ‘if yoy ¢
. ’ (On,l Ip
» 1l
| Le]) Iy

hil‘n .

dad where the real Nikki Howard i
It (I 1S, _.:\nd l,l
el )

» (ac - oo, He r: PG

the doctor too.” He ran a strand of my o
", i i< 11 . L . . T
through his fingers, testing its silkiness, 0 ¢ blong,. hai
= 3 Yoo Irj ks, ar
SIN

L 1 U“' v )
at you | YO
and that vou've told me the whole story | und me 4.
. V becauge
e

going to go in there and tell them th
ake
great guy, and that I'm on your side.’ o ek
My jaw dr :d. He smi . |

M jaw dropped. He smiled as he tugeed
hair he held. it J
0

‘“And if vou tell the ’
VC Ithem that 'm makine ve i

gyoudoit, Il ¢
: : “Himy
he said, Moving

father: s gir
ther about the girl. And one last thing
his arm so | . o
5 so It was no longer i
1 Y R - i
Ser pressing against my

wrapped ar s
| !” I around my shoulders. ‘No more 1 i %
with that guy It g
. s 1l ‘ arou
o :, y in there, that one I found you with ; N
COraornl, : ar ;s " .
= ou and Iare together now. Underst P.l}Ulll
7 ubr u- ! ; stand?
iy \ turning bright red. So he had se .
Ny Fhad seen me with
T tir “thi
red ol this liole
is hittle cat-and-mouse p; i
se game ol yours,

”Iu”h“" nie i fl | I I 4 i Wi Ill Orn.
1 |
' b

lh t W !
abowasnt ome emaih
crnailing you,” 1 said, feeling sick

200

it had been me kissing him in

.canuse
_lmn:u:h. Pecat “' ' i :
, Y s 1, how 1 wished now | had never histence Lo
(v H il
51 j(ll“ ‘\u“; Nikkl‘ 1 ll(..- i(_‘ll .\11\'!\1-
ol e grandon said, looking bored with the

ohits ; bo |
B ion wWhat's your pame again? Your real name?
“ il. s 9 ) :
'-f:;‘lll( '
pve ; s

? gaidy DEpVQIES v

: .y larynx W
esing ;1g:un;~t my lar

vas rough from where he'd been

ith his arm. Emerson.

n said, ‘Emerson.” Then he laughed. The

.. don’t really care what vour namc is. You can be

h 15 L ST
it then you want to. Unlike the old Nikki. Only you're
W 3

awer . ;
ot supid like she was.: 0
i : E o

pow:’ He squeczed My should

N ! . one 1wl :;11'11 i1 iacket, who scems s

gt othe? guy, the onein the leather jacket, who scems SO
st me. U nderstand?
at choice did 1 have?
so 1 could move again, keeping one

remember what 1 said. You're
ers, hard. “No mor¢ of

mine

i }‘Ol!-_ll
I nodd:z(l. Wh
He lifted his arm,

ped around my arni.

But even though 1 could move physically, 1 felt para-

ntally and emotionally. What had just happened?

Brandon, the guy who had jumpcd into

1]

pand [irmly wrap

ly::cd me
Was this really
the water in St John to sav
yd my neck there oo, but to tow me to the
a wall and threaten

e me from drowning? He'd put

his arm arout
boat 10 save me, not to press me o
dd he be so drastically different than I'd

me. How cot
ho'd complained to

remembered him? Was the Brandon w

me so often about his distant father really the same one
who was now prup;wing 1o p:u'lit‘.ip;nc in blackmail = not
10 mention forcing me 1o become his g'irll‘rirud against

my will?

aQT
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| [ had thought Christopher had tirne
o

g a

o en L = suy,

supervillainwas. Brandon was the supep, il
: SUperyd

villain, but it turned out I didn't ¢,

villains, He had embraced evil in awgy Chyi
b i ll'[_w,-l” :

hey

; . I Itl:'_-mpl_ i “": Wi
Numb, I moved away from him, leay e, i
3 av .

Ing lll{:

rurning back towards the living room, jusg

quite cerain, couldn’t even begin to ¢o,

foye,.

’ _ as Clype. e
was turning to Mrs Howard 1o say, hijs VO ('hl‘tsu,m] !
5 . ¥ S VOIge ¢ tr
measured it sent chills up my spine, ang i SO evey i
' Ot jugy | A
S Deey,

Ay

“onds agq
]

(ln}.- m (_}[‘c ‘I.(
©ioy

I'd basically been dealing with a human gpp)
S L Pl g ; allsnake ¢o
The [act is, iUs just not safe for you hey P
T =I'e
and Nikki have to go.’
‘Not without me they don’t,” S
i - . 1 SN i .
b t, -S‘l.\’(__f] _\;a!(l.

Mrs Howard sounded nervous. ‘Of Sy
; ! y 2leve)
you really think — are we really in th il

: -« Buy do
being found out?’

at ;
at mueh dangey of

I wanted to shout, You elveady have pep

al B
mouth shut. o bept M
‘Ifwe could trace ils. 1 . ‘
: ace those emails. it°
S, 1IUs pretty |
. ikely
b, Yaome

IrrU”l g['“'k Cf)llkl f T
wdle : ,l (l]t:}’f()lll!d oul ¢ o
about []lt‘i] "Clhi
- ]} (,[“'[g

said. “IU’s safer that all of you get out of hepe * s
‘} it , :
whu}::.t-”::u.; (', m“. you ‘!:';U?’ [t was Lulu who spoke
C? ide from Stark’s people forever T :
{.'\'l_fl"}".'.'hI‘,'l‘(:., o ”lc}.‘rt
Yeah. She had no idea,
fIl was nl. that moment Brandon propelled me forward
wil l.lhr: grip he was keeping on my arm. I ste H
the living room without rl'm(." ¢ )' L
i glancing behind me to show I was

jon still slecping like @ baby?’ Lulu carhER
v ndon st 81 (
o rant
Ayas
‘ T o ',
oW s 1 said, nol exacthy. |
P 5% Brandon Joped into the room behind
seh was ;
Wwhie ‘ -
wsing everyone
i k,
Jo iU Was. . |
lon said with a big smile and a wide-open

o freeze with alarm belore they
e

nr:lii’“

L wl
. Brand
‘,:k”\! Ty . 1yl L e - . "
I“ qth his hands. ‘Nikki=or [Lm, as [ guess her name
,.u“‘{: W
gt.:‘!
i G her and Steven throw me startled glances,
[saw Christopher andSteve ¢ ‘

ﬁllt:d witl
what coul
pdon down physit:ally.

filled me in on the whole thing.’

L surprise and even rebuke.

d1do? 1 knew both guys could have taken
Bra j

But short of killing him, how could they have kept

pim from elling his dad what he’d overheard once he'd
recovered? He knew where Dr Tong lived, and probably
knew Christopher’s last name 10o0. [ couldn’t let him go to
his father with what he knew. couldn’t! He'd agreed to
play along . . - @3 long as [ met his conditions.

I just wished T'd never been stupid enough to have
Lissed him in the first place. Obviously that had only been
playing with (irc. Why had I mistaken him for a mere
drunken playboy for so long? I should have known that, like
his father, there was a scheming businessman underneath
that handsome facade that would stop al nothing to get
what he wanted . . . which in Brandon’s case was revense
on Stark. ‘

Not at all unlike Christopher. Only Brandon wanted

revenge on one particular Stark, not the whole company.
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Jdon'twant any ol vou to worpy ;li,m" ) .
i Ihlug ¥y

: I
: 5 1] Unhde i Mg,
of all, as vou know, I'm no friend of myye "ol g,

Rithep o VI
Nikki, Mres Howard and Steven | e Lot I.H' el y
- 10 " ;l”

caid ot seothing tone, I've gor iy

o

out. My limo outside can take you )

- at
2 . Iy
A Privage pl; Surg

waiting on the tarmie at Teterbore, | il

. ¢ty
Lcan f]y iy

surnmer house in South Caroling, You'l e I o My
. Mpleger.
there. I h'l:"s"iﬁ;

Nikki, who'd been sitting on () Ca
. 5 Fcouch gy
Brandon like an angel had sudden]y

bursy ;

i . Ity 3
looked as il she'd become ransporge wi the
beaming, she leaped up and threy her

r.'[ct.
‘Oh. Brandon,” she cried.

LOTT hin

lllrnugh for

arms
T hnew yowd Come

us! dneo Y
Brandon gamely hugeed her back, Be
stared at me, as if to say, W is this oty

F'gave him a queasy smile

IH'II{.! hirn.

S[u\- .
What s &

Soing >
that I meany (o be re

But I'm not sure it did the trick. -

‘Well, Mr Stark,” Mrs Howird said

A ]

uncasilyas her son had.

Assuring,

glancing 4 me g

That's awlully .

sure your father won't find out?’
Robert?” Brandon

He's tao busy with the

- kind. Bug You're

Lvaghed hnmuurh_rssl}: ‘No way
Stark Quark roll-out 1o have the
‘ v going on, Besides which, as I said,
_1[ sy house, Dad doesn'y even know about it You'll love
.51 bedrooms, six baths

slightest idexy whiat's

» Plenty of voom for all of you,
He looked down at the poodles fondly:
AT (3 1l :

Yoy who liked dogs that much couldn’t be all bad,

IJI-'jH.'l‘J'- . T ’ H . 4
Ky wrong, ‘And we're in luck, since Em has agreed

mcluding the tlogs,

A
1
"

-l)r!”

anned an arm around my waist
o1 as <! He wrapped an arm arou S
".'l[h s

come (owsrds him, anchoring me to his side in 2
s’ me % . = e AT 7
e dred i attest was much tighter than it appeared = "to
ol *

oy | coult
ﬁ]‘lp .1, '.‘i.’
N (I lh(: IIUI“IJ} - : 3 e l 2 } = 1
spent e even lookat Christopher. I knew the hurt and
¢ 1 e e .

c_r_mldl' . T . - -

! - unent 1’d sce in his cyes would be more than 1
Tar )p()l
dist]

v My heart wits breaking enough as it was,

wu’drhl{;" i}..r;s'nduu said to Nikki, ‘zgo and get packed. We
l\: ;:1:1;'0 much time. The plane is fuclling up now.” Nikki

ot yrandon with a squeal and darted out of the room

fevgoof ! A N _
o g0 and get her things. ‘Mrs Howard,” Brandon went on,
‘llu:\' about you? Can you be ready sc)(mz"' -

She looked like a woman in a daze. She'd been through
4 lot in the past few months = shed been through a lot in
the past few hours. But all she said was, "Yes. Yes, I think
0.

She called to her dogs and started up the stairs. Steven
was the first to turn towards Brandon after both women
wel'e gone.

‘I'm sorry,’ he began tersely, *but we're just supposed to
trust you? Your [ather is Robert Stark. It's because of him
we're in this situation in the first place.”

‘Oh, 1 totally get where vou're coming from,’ Brandon
said. ‘But remember, 1 hate my father? \

1s true,” Lulu said, speaking up from the couch with
asqueak. ‘He does hate his father, He says it all the time.
Ixven when he's not drank.” '

And 1 can’t believe,” Brandon went on, not taking

£ S ) appy
offence at Lulu’s remark, ‘that he would do 1. ¥ P
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\{, pa

o do whatever 1 o
to do whatever [ can to try to help y,

was as ey cold as the air

¢ voice
actually’

d be guocl_.

3randon’s vol

: )
istopher

o oy
ld 1
Nl
lo\\' \\'0“1

; . » Chr
You, Lupy,. . ”"nt;.‘. 1
Yok ¢

right, I've ordered a local cab for

gt
apieht 1 .
Righ ce was as cold

friend =" He nodded at Christopher - « tny A o
into Manhattan. It should be here any lf) take You I."hlu- e ":nk voul heard the jady. B ‘
sorry for this whole mess. If there's Mingy, I’y _)"‘c.l; 1 'hl_ 3 ;hcrr.é. ighe said not now. 1) .
do . . .well, vou only have to ask.’ - '“‘}’lhiug elye 'I""tll:.' 45 I m‘lolokim; NeTvOUSs, had stood up- “AWhat about Steven
Wess?” Christopher stepped forway - m-.l};:l.i' - I‘mc;m, Em’s = things?’ she wanted to know.
at him now, even though T didn’ \r-‘:,:(. 1 haq o1 and Pj: . still atour place in \fanhattan.
expression of murderous rage. And ”; 4 I‘ to. He ,.5-("_“(}-0;: ”fc}r .r:l.l right,’ Steven said. ‘I can buy new things.’
I'd seen in his eves [rom before, ‘\"Uu’,-? -i*itn.}c look L an ‘if :' ‘ »n(l‘—ih‘:“", Lulu said. ‘1 don’t mind.” The look she
Your father had a girl murdered - o “_;_:;1“”;‘-@ this m::i I: I:;:'“ was full of emotion, but Steven didn’t appear to
j”rf; brain transferred into her body, an(;(:’;'llltl “'luzhc; :T::::ZL e was still regarding Brandon SL.!S[)'lCiOLISi‘_.’. .
155 You call yyy, . efhey might trace the package, Christopher said. He
Brandon barely glanced at him. ‘Look, | ceemed a8 ifhe was ina bad mood. And that was putting it
out of the corner of his mouth. ‘I'm dii » buddy,’ .. said ;;ﬁldl\'- ‘Em, he went on, 1 really need to talk toyou!”
; ' ¢ for talking,” Brandon said,

the bes
* 5 v wooiw
U ey “There’ll be plenty of tim

right? I'm trving o
o ) e . .
from losi !.- gloget them to safety, and ke ] -
om losing his job p i tae ' P the i i ifu
alus job. .. and his life ¢ dacy - . and coing ve of the windows and lifting
Bty S .11: -Onestep a4 time ‘ff releasing me and C,omm. to one of . : ung
5 Ve gupwith a guy like Rober Stark e, OK» (he curtain (o look out, ‘once we get the Howards to salety.
s not easy,’ rRldrRasal; . ' : - -
o _! father, What we really don’t want right now 1s my father or any ol
“hristopher was Breathi i : : 5
panti j; ts breathing so hard, he Wi his people getung here before we get them out
anting. He glance » 1S Was practically :
5 ja' 5 inced over at me, Wt I tcally Lulu looked alarmed. ‘Could that happen? Do they
srandon’s waist. “You're not actually voi § anchored know we're here?’
. il « ' "'Uln““ i . : - y
Vgomg with this clow
s clown, “There’s a vehicle tracking system on all the Stark

are .\””. ]-:I“"I;-
1f my driver reported the

"I said. This ’ : i

: I This was something 1 didi’ limos,” Brandon said casually

cmaotionally iljlft- | H (!I([ll‘( l't.':ll]\- r‘.’l‘l ) . ; : b . .
' 1o handle at the Sl limo stolen — and I imagine he probably did =

. T pressed both my !

‘U,
yands

P P— moner | -
my heart was busy breakiy 1. Besides, while Steven let out a swear word
vy ) i l“-r' my . 5 * - I -6 ]

T ] Vo : L
I“.'“ ”“:".'hf — iy . ] L l}”’a:' racin. 1 v e i ] At nvis v b 1e e o
- 1zht = be o way L o my face. [ couldn’t believe nonce of us had thought ©
just played along, | | it way out ol this, if everyone th l‘ d

‘ ERL |_(_;. ne “f“l 4 . ) al.
' \ 1Hr (.I”']\;“ } i
b stopher, ') i hyavis

: oiwe haveo ‘Oh, don’t worry, Brandon said, seeing our expressions.

trj- rlI' i " - »
S IS Ii"J” ”f}’l'l’.
T already called to let them know I'm all right. But I'm
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sure tany of them was piving Atentiog .
{ N LI FTTTL
wondering what Iwas doing at the O Al |
L, = - 0l
the Stark Institete for Neurology and N
0 3

¥ - UG
Dr Fong looked maore miserab)e o Sy
=il

. . = CVe D
curl inmon himsellL Tlelt & pang for hing, pee | 5 Seer
been trying to do the right thing, R only; 4y

Fladn't we all though?

‘Oh." Brandon said, still peering oug "
. .

comes the cab.’
I saw Lule turn and, as il she

- l couldny halg 1|
longen, throw hersell against Steven N

s W
around his neck in as passionate ap s
Wice

seen . .. S0 passionate the chauffeur's i
S cap g

clean of

To say Steven looked surprised seould hgy,
understatement. But not in a bad way His ary, .(. _
around her before he realized what he was (Ic)i1:<: “:
broke the embrace with a firm, Now, Luly. g
pleased and disturbed at the same time :

Tean't helpit,’ I was close enough to hear|

T * o 2 ‘ !

I'm going to miss vou. Promise me you'll ¢
Only il it’s safc though,’

Tl ey Steven replied. He re

. ached up and wiped some
ot iertears away with his thumb. *You take care of yourself
Don’t spend all vour ( actisi g e
pend all vour time pracusing your coq au vin.’
Lulu laughed tearfully and let him go.
Sh‘ < H ) i
¢ came up to me and laid a hand on my wrist. Her
c\. o =Y o~ . . - i
Yeswere as big and tear-filled as I'd ever scen,
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1d yed the window curtam and wis »
L 1 C amy spine

who't l ! his ‘il"* A d“” went up .mtl dow V' 5] :
o emile on his . e
[y S %] ) e ' th e i
e 1 l ll(]lhi“” LD {hl 'u'.'llh lhl.. ia“.l lhnl‘ "
that il - : ) I:(':\'I'l"ll'llf .
( had conce out s0 long ago — 1y \ ' S
roO1l 1 5 . l I T eves ‘-'-[')i“"(i OVET. 1\1.““‘. h'{"ﬁ“ il
T ars 1S eyeh . M
Tl ABAESAE i ' e Christopher
bhout ' er gaze Sll';l}’cd lll\\.ll(lh Christol . ‘_ .
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sl roed her [er hutly felt so hilg 1l
l l‘t‘:llfht’.d out illl(i llll_Lml. . ‘l I i ; ; hmh.d
. cher shioulder, :
n 1 - seraldy. Ovel her sho
know, | \\'ll!SjJ(.'lL(l miscl 11)1, . -y
Third hose ex }I'l'*;.‘i-ltlll was 1nscl itable.
al Cl]l‘l.‘ill)!ﬂll:l', whose exXpre: ' ' "l l “1”
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holding an overnight bag.
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‘I think we're ready.” Mrs Howarg
-'N’muuh
Ce,

d g
m h"h.d

changed into outdoor clothes and i
. A
as well as doing to her hair. She *‘“ltl; l;:lrd Some
ally llmk - Mak,
'-‘d O p!

and much more recognizably like (he
] & .

racejy, W B,

1# '

the photos Steven had emailed 1o all
was obvious where Nikki had got her the Newy an gy,
Nikki, on the other hand, was stil]g"od looks, i
up. Her hair was a work in progress as :l;pl“ling her %
and half wavy. She seemed irritated aq hc I haif L.
along. She stll wore the clothes she'd Ia“ng been
" y - » . ) e i i .
| Great,” Brandon said, ignoring the I m..
his feet and the mascara wand in Nikkj’ Y4pping dogs
to the front door and ' MIKKEs hang he
. oor and yanked it open, letging :. He Strog
bitterly cold air. ‘Let’s go then . | » Chling in o rush ‘
I k l g . - - .-- or
c:) my head down, my hair tumbling
:s much to protect it from the biting cold 5 over my face
, ‘ . : st
haung to see what was going on around . 0 kccp from
¥ fF e
through the new-fallen snow, which was stjj| as | Stepped
e . £.5 still comy
:tcadll.\. l_dldlll want to have to look aq ('(}),n?lng down
;fr; h I didn’t want to have to answer hjs o . ‘nsluphcr.s
wit ies I'd hav . ¢stions
| l. e lies I'd have to tell, since Brando ons. . . not
listening. Would b nearby,
I especially didn’
! y didn’t want to |
. 2y 1ave 1o sa
. | say o
hen I'd finally managed 1o get hi ‘ ‘Hoodb)c‘ Not
But get him back after so |
i turned out I didn't have a choice. B ong.
—_ _ an oice. Because jus
»out to lollow Nikki into the limo. a h: Pt
around my arm, and Chris L 8 hard hand closcd
S od shnistopher’s voice said, ‘Em.’
osed my eyes before turni ' ol
) : ng round and prayed

for stre '
ength. When I opened them again | saw Brandon
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¢ limo, looking right at me.

(he other side of th
s id, ‘I think your little friend wants to

is was all over — if it ever
¢ way to get back at him, the same way

back at his dad.

i _1'd find som
blonde hair out of the

ed
Cﬂd nlng to get ;
d my head, flipping my

‘and there was Christopher, looking down at me, his
AN ingoutinwhite puffsin the chilly air. His cheeks

k., like they always were when the temperature

ow freezing.
ue eyes were bl

ay 0 1 could se€-
w

preath €@

But his bl
‘Em, what are you doing

ing with them?’
q have to," 1 said, looking everywhere but into those
pher asked. “They’ll be all right. Steven’s

azing.
» he demanded. ‘Why are you

purning €yes.
‘Why?* Christo
with them.’

‘Because,’ I said. 1 looked a
pher’s face.

{ some lavender clouds in the
‘Brandon asked me

sky. Anywhere but Christo
s voice TOs€

to.’

‘Brandon asked you 0> Christopher
incredulously. ‘Who the hell cares what Brandon Stark
wants?'

ndon said from across the

‘Uh, 1 believe she might,” Bra

top of the car. “Tell him, Em.’
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Tell me what” Christophe, asked ' ¢ have been different. But you wased

“Tell bam,' Brandon repeated i, . e (hing* ""‘::d antil | was someone clse. Until | was
the hmo 0 time with the wopd, Abouy |, '_'“"“l the g - Y s
]

Us," Chrmstopher repeated. | ’ lu %ﬂ ﬂ”k:n"wf tl""'d“re all this was coming from. But it
towards me. Since | couldn’ look 4 iy ’“: ad "'h.. ": wasn ! '“f:‘ Brandon’s benefit. It was real emotion,
the disbelicl in his vosce I diddny'y see it in h" g i ""l fcll"*d“' up from deep mside me. And it was
There's a0 @ whtb you' and Branigo,> w“ Mot N aod w,,:'&.::.l tears that were spilling out, hot and
happen”™ Ndg pan '

I knew what | had 10 do. Brandoy, had I b ;::.:wrll- talking about” Christopher asked, his
back i Dr Fong's lover simply noug, rrlﬁd L. aVhat are you
understand. | had no choice. | hag 0.do ;¢ b: hig soice cracking: had just liked me the way | was before," |
Howards were my family now, and | had o, | g, the ' Maybe f “;:: ‘But you didn’t. And now it's too late’
same as | would my reql Parents "‘dﬂul,- ::“ft‘tl tl..-‘ | went OO bruta .I;u“ nrln' word I'd said, which had fek to
people who'd raised you Fanuly M sy the | | could sce !

like a knife wound, had hit hum hike a fist. The red had
me ke

from his cheeks. He looked pale as the snow on the
gone

o Il around us.
Family was people who needed you Family - ‘ . -;:d.dald‘m'l know why | kept gong. Maybe because
who had nothing when vou had everything, Prople Se, Im;(. That picture of me he'd kept in hus room. |
You had 10 do what was rght by they, . of that px get it out of my head. | couldn’t believe he'd

You had _ ;
# doung so broke your heary 19, eveq Just ‘w:i:,:_‘k{n't believe he'd loved me all this time, the
kept 1t | ¢

Besdes, 1 could do this. | could find oy what Nigy, v I'd loved him. And now | had 1o make hum stop
knew about Stark betore Brandon lound oy, and nw. tha :‘M ‘:u- because | didn’t want him to do anything stupsd
niormation aganst him 10 K€t out of this, turn thas whele lh::‘:mxh.l get hum hurt. ‘T'm with Brandon nuu: Lo
thing around, and get Chiistopher back Somehow. Righy? love Brandon. And I'm going with him. So . . . Goodbye.

Bot uatil then .. | had 10 play the Rame. . Goodbye, Christophet.

Tve been Kang out with him for 4 while," | wld And | ducked into the limo before Christopher “"::
Chewstopher Fach word felt Like & stab wound. ‘1 tned 1o say another word - and before | took another ook at
tell you before. | lifted my head and looked him in the eye face - climbing inside to sit between Nikki and et :’:
T mean, o you had made » move back when | was alive, Mrs Howard looked over at me with some conce
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Cuosabella leaped up on to my Lap, g b
are you all right?”
‘' fine," I said, wiping away my 1
my fists. "Sorry about that.’

*God," Nikki said, She wax atill Working on biep
with the mascara wand, ‘And cVEryone yaig 7o
This didn't exactly make me Want (o 2
Inthedriver'sseat Isaw Steven adjust (he rearyie,,

sa he could see me in it He looked 4 me..

-

irs i
ith e bacy,
) o

. bu'
say anything. Not a word, e Just looked, It
: ' Ay jr -
that moment, we shared a secrer, iy

Just what that secret was, I b noide,,
But I knew, in the battle that was coming,
in Steven Howard. -
But I guess I'd always known that, real
to figure out away to let him know whiit w
before it was too late., '
‘All right,” Brandon said cheerfully, climbip,
lirio behind me. ‘Are we al] seq? And withoyy
an answer, he closed the car door -

¥ 1 jusy ficedey
as h;lppcnfng iiy

B np the

»and in thy, sound
Ilelt asif [ was hearing the end of the worly, Or at leay

the end of all my hopes and dreams. Not thar g had thyy
many; at least nof rec ently. '

'Gead," Nikki said with relish, *I've missed limos."

Stark Travel is (he way 10 go," Brandon said. And
he teached into i sige cooler-and pulled ony 4 bottle,
‘Champagne, anyone? Oh, sorry, not you, Steven, Bug we'll
fll you up when we gey there, Do You know how to get
ta Teterhorn Airpont? No, of course you don't, Here, le1

JU0
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»
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] i ' . -1
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thi
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Coming s00n - -«

[1 urbawgly

The fi nal book in the a.lra trilogy
' \’Lead

By meg Cqbeb

Where can you hide
when everyone knows your name?

Emerson Watts is on the run: from school, from work,
from her family, from her friends, from herself . ..

She’s still in shock over the fact that the girl whose
life she was forced to take over when her brain was
transplanted into her body is alive —alive and furious
with her for stealing what she claims was rightfully
hers . ..

Now Brandon Stark is intent on finding out what
that girl’s secret was, and using it to get revenge
on his father. But that’s not all Brandon wants 1o
use ... he’s not above using Em to trick Nikki into

R

revealing that secret, and o help 1
place as head ol Stark Enterprises op ‘r_‘_‘ See
But Brandon’s not the only DnL.L and gy,
vengeance. Christopher might il;sl w-L a Wan
with Em for being with Brandon nm\:‘m to s

uru th

all,

with evervone she loves furioys

YL : - i T . 1 \\““.l
something she can’t expl: ! he
g plam, ang Nothiy " for

live Stark Angel fashion show on Ne g by
to look forward to, Em’s reacheq ‘ll"-\\' Yeap By,
rope . . . what’s the point of even 00111: d of e, |
But when she discovers the “‘Tllh]z[(:n?
alont

seeret, she knows there’s
. ¢ ows there’s 0!11}’ one per i\l'l“'l‘l‘s

turn Lo. Son she gy,

. Will Christopher be able to put asige |

feelings and help her expose hey ;:1 S Petsong
world? [s it even fair to get Clh1-1@1(]:1)11(%.r 10 the
= since i he agrees, there’s evepy cha!!:clemjnw
Enterprises will try to have thcr:n botl .-“
time permancntly? Lkill

Olvey
at Stark
ed = his

\Mavbe it woul stter ;

S (I b(: b(—;[[cl- for I §

e or Em to just
runnig . .. Just keep on



