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			Praise for Never Leave Me Alone

			“In this fast-paced rollercoaster of a novel, fearless daredevil Riley-Jane must decide how much she’ll risk to uncover the truth behind another thrill-seeker’s death.”

			—Yvonne Ventresca, award-winning author of Pandemic

			
“Crissa-Jean Chappell’s stunningly vivid, emotionally wrenching YA thriller, focused on a teen girl in peril, raises important questions about social media addiction and the true human impacts of economic disparity. At a relentlessly suspenseful pace, Never Leave Me Alone exquisitely renders the stark contrast between Florida’s glittering Space Coast wealth and decaying fringes, where creative, traumatized Riley-Jane struggles to survive. It’s a land where rockets pop off like corks, while on the ground, the air is thick with fried Twinkies and bull-riding pens. As Riley-Jane notes while sneaking into an opulent hotel where a disco ball spins beneath the palm trees, ‘We were invisible. That was our superpower.’ Viral images on social media seem to promise a ticket to financial freedom. Chappell masterfully serves up a mysterious roller coaster ride full of twists and turns that will keep readers eager to learn what happened, ‘who done it,’ and whether her irresistible young protagonist will be able to overcome adversity. Every sentence is a heartbreaking, vivid jewel, thanks to the author’s astonishingly precise descriptive powers.”

			—Ginger Pinholster, author of The Train to Santa Fe, Snakes of St. Augustine, and City in a Forest
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			Dedication 

			In memory of my dad, 

			who taught me to look at the stars...

			...and for everyone who wishes on them.

		

	
		

		
			Quote 

			“All adventures, especially into new territory, are scary.”

			—Sally Ride, To Space and Back

		

	
		

		
			The Big Bang

			When my boyfriend climbed to the top of that roller coaster, I stretched out my hand, but couldn’t reach him. Micah swayed above the rides and the strings of lights and the open-mouthed faces. Then he fell and the tracks brightened and faded away like the glint of a distant sun.

			

			a couple things I haven’t mentioned yet

			Micah Skinner wasn’t really my boyfriend.

			He wasn’t even my friend.

			Not that it matters anymore.

			Because he’s dead.
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			Countdown

			We’re never flying back to the moon. Nothing’s up there anyway. Just a big pile of rocks. Footprints drifting in circles. A flag stuck in the dust. Trust me. That American flag’s long gone by now. The sun bleached out all the stripes.

			At dusk, a crowd gathers on the beach at Jetty Park. Old ladies in rhinestone flip-flops. Kids squinting through cheap binoculars. Everybody watches the sky while a stray dog lunges at the surf, yapping like he knows it’s poison. You can’t even go swimming, thanks to the algae bloom. At night the tide sparkles with dead fish.

			In the distance, a boarded-up hotel tilts above the palm trees. If I climbed to the roof, I’d have a sweet view of the rocket launch. Instead, I flop a towel in the sand and hope I don’t step on broken glass.

			Back in the day, the Space Coast of Florida was a big deal. After the shuttle program got axed, this place turned into Zombieland. If you’re sick of roller coasters and Mickey Mouse, you can swing by Cape Canaveral. Take a selfie in front of the Apollo moon rocket. I mean, what’s left of it.

			Ya Ya whips off her sunglasses, as if that will help her see better. So far no rocket smoke foaming across the sky. Not a shuttle blasting humans to Mars. Probably just a weather satellite to tell us when it’s going to rain.

			“Let’s go,” she says, scrunching up her beach towel. “This launch ain’t happening.”

			“But we just got here.” I shake the grit out of my sneaker. Everything I own is dusted with sand, as if I’m trapped inside a magic globe, the kind they sell at the Astronaut Hall of Fame, along with freeze-dried ice cream.

			“Come on, Birdie. You’ve seen a million launches.”

			“Except this one.”

			My gran always calls me Birdie. I sort of wish she didn’t. Birds are small and hollow-boned so they can fly. I’m tall for no good reason. She says one day I’ll grow into myself. I figure I’ve done enough growing for now.

			Ya Ya slings her arm around my shoulders. “Glad you’re back in the land of the living. At least you’re not hiding in your room.”

			“Well, enjoy it while it lasts.”

			“Don’t get smart with me, Riley-Jane. Ain’t going to be no launch. Grab your stuff. Party’s over,” she says, shrugging into her jacket. Only my crazy-ass gran could rock a leather jacket on the beach.

			“Five minutes,” I tell her.

			A little girl races past us, heading straight for the playground on the edge of the beach. When I was a kid, I’d scoot backward up that slide. Now the ground’s covered in wood chips so you won’t crack your skull open if you fall off. She lets out a shriek as she whooshes down the slide and I flinch. Sure, she’s just playing around, but I can’t stop shaking. Can’t stop my pulse from thumping in my ears.

			All I can do is hurt.

			Every noise is a supernova under my skin. The kids shrieking on the playground. The ocean churning away from the shore. I pick at my thumb, scraping the black polish to shreds. Silky Onyx. Sounds like some kind of extinct zoo animal. Whatever. I stole it from the Dollar Tree on Cheney Highway.

			Ya Ya nudges me. “Hanging in there?”

			“I’m okay.” 

			“You sure about that?”

			“Sure I’m sure.”

			I should probably tell you right now.

			I’m an expert liar.

			Today was supposed to be fun. Ya Ya grabbed a liter of RC and a couple of subs from Winn-Dixie, as if we’re on a picnic. She really went all out. A big-ass tub of potato salad. Curly fries dipped in ranch. The works.

			We used to wake up at the butt crack of dawn to watch a rocket launch. It’s kind of amazing if you think about it. The fact that humans build these giant machines that lift into the sky. But that was a million years ago, long before the shuttle program tanked. Before Micah fell off the tracks.

			Before everything.

			I watch the surf pound against the boardwalk.

			My gran sighs. “I don’t know, Birdie. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.”

			“I said I’m okay.”

			“You don’t look okay.”

			There’s a reason for that.

			I’m lucky I didn’t break my spine when I fell. Then pow. I can thank my guardian angel. That’s what the nurses keep saying. I’m not sure if I believe in that crap, but hey. I’m still here. That’s got to count for something, right?

			Ya Ya always talks about angels and dead people watching over us, which sort of freaks me out. Good thing my guardian angel wasn’t napping on the job when I fell off that roller coaster. I didn’t bleed to death when I got caught on the tracks. I didn’t lose both my legs.

			I only broke one.

			The cops barged into my hospital room and asked a ton of questions, but they wouldn’t tell me the truth.

			“Where’s Micah?”

			That’s the first thing I wanted to know.

			What did they tell me?

			Nothing.

			So I kind of figured it out.

			It wasn’t rocket science.

			I gawked at the flat screen bolted above my hospital bed. It probably cost more than all the junk we’ve got at home. Even more than Ya Ya’s fancy soup spoon with the roses scraped into the handle.

			Why did he climb that roller coaster? That’s what the TV people keep asking. As if there has to be a reason for bad news.

			The next morning, I switched the channel to static.

			“We got cable here. Over four hundred channels.” My favorite nurse—the one with the butt-length braids—wiggled the clicker in front of me.

			“No thanks,” I said, leaning back against the pillow. I could watch static forever. If you listen real close, you can hear outer space noises crackling in the haze. Secret messages left over from the Big Bang.

			Dr. Zucker wouldn’t let me keep the bone fragments. It’s against hospital rules. How messed up is that? I mean, it’s my own body, right? I was going to put them in a jar. Maybe string the pieces together on a necklace or something.

			All the threads holding me together. 

			

			The sky’s empty now. Only the hardcore space geeks are still watching the horizon. You won’t see many stars around here. Too much light pollution. Even the moon looks fake. It’s always glued above us, whether we glance up. Or not.

			Guess it’s pretty obvious the launch got scrubbed. Ya Ya’s already cramming her feet into her Tevas. Her bony ankles are smeared with tattoos—faded tangles of blue and green that remind me of iguana skin.

			“Can’t hide from the world forever, Birdie,” she says, sparking a cigarette. “Let’s go. Skeeters are biting something fierce.”

			“Dr. Zucker says I need fresh air.”

			Ya Ya crinkles her nose. “Well, it ain’t so fresh around here.”

			A couple of girls in faded cut-offs march across the sand. Their blue-jeaned thighs swish as they head for the boardwalk. They both turn around like they’re going to say hi or wave or something. But they don’t wave.

			They stare.

			“She was at the fair,” says the girl with braces. “I mean, imagine you’re out having fun, right? And then…” She looks away. “It’s so messed up.”

			Maybe they saw my face on the news. My seventh-grade yearbook photo. Couldn’t the TV people steal a more recent picture off my Instagram? Nobody’s fashion game is on point in middle school. Lightning bolt earrings. A barrette stapled to my head. I spent hours perfecting my “mermaid hair.” Then Shelby Fischer said I looked like a Pokémon and I never dyed my hair again.

			When I fell from the top, I hit the next loop of tracks so hard, I knocked out a tooth. My leg got twisted into hamburger meat. Not to mention, I conked my head real good. Dr. Zucker trimmed a perfect semi-circle above my ear, as if I were a robot with a chip in my brain. After I busted out of the hospital, I chopped off all my hair with Ya Ya’s sewing scissors. (Well, not all of it.)

			“Looks like you got in a fight with a Weedwacker,” she said, pinching my lopsided bangs. She dragged me to Supercuts and this old dude in suspenders buzzed my scalp down to goose fuzz.

			So yeah.

			I don’t look like that yearbook picture anymore.

			A streak of light blooms above the water. At first I think that stupid rocket finally took off. Then it sizzles into a chalky cloud of smoke. Somebody’s messing with fireworks on the beach. Totally illegal, by the way.

			I’m shaking hardcore so I grab my backpack and dig inside the zippered pocket. Only fifteen bucks at Gear-Up Surplus. The front pocket’s got a huge freaking cross stitched on it. Very official. Not that I plan on signing up for combat any time soon. At least, the kind that takes place on battlefields.

			I’m watching the crowd like a freaking crackhead, keeping an eye out for cops. On the edge of the beach, a row of RVs are lined up near the shoreline. That’s where the old people drag their folding chairs and wave at the cruise ships like it’s the most exciting thing in the universe.

			Tonight the chairs are scattered around a bonfire. There’s a boy hunched near the flames. He’s plugged into an enormous set of headphones, as if the world didn’t come with its own soundtrack. He clutches his beer real tight, but never takes a sip. When he glances in my direction, I quickly look away. 

			Ya Ya frowns. “You know that kid?”

			It’s hot as balls, but he’s zipped into a military flight jacket. The sleeves are bristling with patches he didn’t earn—airplanes and eagles with snarly teeth.

			“That’s the brother, isn’t it.” Ya Ya twists off the RC cap, sucks down a gulp and winces. “He’s got some nerve showing up here.”

			“It’s a free country. He can hang wherever he wants.”

			“Well, he better hang someplace else.”

			“But he didn’t do anything wrong.” 

			“The hell he didn’t.”

			I rub the sting from my eyes. “You can’t blame Jayce Skinner for what happened at the fair.”

			“He knew.”

			We both stare at the water.

			It’s dark. Low tide. The waves shimmer and gleam. I’m shaking again, but my gran’s right. I can’t hide from the world forever. I need to talk to Micah’s brother and make things right.

			I get up and start heading over.

			“You got someplace to be?” my gran calls out.

			“Boardwalk.”

			“What for?” She’s not buying it.

			“Just going to the loo.” For some reason, I always say “loo” as if I’m the freaking queen of England. Don’t ask why.

			“Grab me a Coke, will you?” she says. “We’re out of gas.” She glances at the boys, then back at me. “Don’t take long, you hear?”

			Yeah, I hear.

			The moon is a thin blade above the sea wall. As I move toward the boardwalk, I think about that American flag the astronauts left behind. Maybe it crumbled into dust. Or maybe it’s still there, bleached white and waving in surrender.
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			Satellites

			The boardwalk’s just a bunch of planks nailed together. It must’ve looked pretty sweet a long time ago, but like the rest of the Space Coast, it’s falling apart. All the boards are rotten and blurred with graffiti, as if scraping your name on a piece of wood can make you live forever.

			The vending machines glow like UFOs. I steer my gaze on the beach, searching for the boys and their redneck bonfire. No sign of Jayce. It’s like he vanished into dark matter. I plunk a handful of quarters in the slot and wait for the Coke to thunk out.

			Only one problem.

			The can’s wedged into the slot. I bend forward, but I can’t reach it. Then I spin around and Jayce Skinner’s standing next to me, hunched and silent, like a question I can’t answer.

			“I got this,” he says, scratching his frizzy mess of curls. He scoops up the can and hands it over like he’s a real big hero. 

			“Gracias.” I shove it in my combat bag. Actually, I don’t even like soda that much. The way it burns going down.

			Jayce moves closer. He’s still got those stupid headphones around his neck. In the dim light of the vending machines, he reminds me of his brother. Same narrow chin and slopey forehead. He’s rocking on his heels like the earth won’t stay still. (Not that it ever does. We’re circling the sun at almost seventy thousand miles per hour.)

			“Here for the launch?” he asks.

			“Surfing,” I tell him. “Got my longboard and everything. Just waiting for high tide.”

			He stares.

			

			Yeah, this isn’t awkward at all.

			“You’re supposed to laugh.”

			“Oh,” he says, blinking. “It really sucks that the launch got cancelled.” He tilts his head at the sky. “How many satellites are floating up there anyway?”

			I shrug. “Thousands.”

			“So what happens when they die?”

			“Not much,” I tell him. “They crash into the ocean. Or NASA blasts them into a space graveyard.”

			“Space graveyard?”

			“Unless they get captured by Martians.”

			“For real. Where do they go?”

			I zip up my hoodie, though the breeze isn’t cold. “They go away.”

			To be honest, I kind of feel sorry for the dead satellites. Not because we can’t build skyscrapers on Mars. Grow our own space potatoes or whatever. But we’ll probably nuke ourselves into another Ice Age before we get off this planet.

			“Maybe someday they’ll come back,” he says.

			“Keep dreaming.”

			“What’s so bad about dreaming?”

			“Nothing. As long as you don’t dream too big.” I glance at the shoreline. It’s so dark, I can’t tell if Ya Ya’s still there. I’ve got T-minus five seconds before she starts tracking me down.

			Jayce is still going on about rockets. “First launch I ever saw,” he says, walking beside me. “I thought the astronauts were never coming back.”

			“You think we’d leave them in space forever?”

			“Yeah, I know. Stupid, right? I was like, five. I still believed in the tooth fairy and shit like that.”

			“Not stupid,” I tell him. “Maybe a little weird.”

			As soon as it pops out of my mouth, I wince. God, why can’t I act like a normal human for once? I want to run away. Obviously, that’s not happening. Instead, I march across the sand as fast as I can move. The algae’s in full bloom tonight. The tide gives off its own brightness, eerie and ghostlike.

			

			“Hey,” I tell him. “My ride’s waiting.”

			“I’ll walk with you,” he says, slowing his pace.

			Great.

			Jayce unzips his jacket. It’s probably got a million secret pockets in case you need to jump out of a plane and survive all alone in the jungle. “I saw you on TV,” he says, “when they did that big news thing. You could’ve talked shit about my brother. Everybody else did. But you didn’t.”

			I stare at a bottle cap wedged in the sand. Jayce probably thinks I hate him. For the record, I don’t hate anybody. Not even my dad. Whoever he is.

			All this time, I’ve been thinking about Micah’s little brother. (They’re only a year apart so he’s actually not that little.) At the hospital, I used to have these random conversations with him inside my head. Yeah, I know this sounds completely insane. Now he’s standing in front of me and I have no clue what to say to him.

			Except one thing.

			“It’s okay.”

			Jayce is quiet. All I hear is the surf. Fireworks popping off. Static crackling inside me—the Big Bang echo that won’t ever go away.

			“What’s okay?” he finally says.

			“I’m not mad at you or anything. For real. In case you were wondering.”

			“Yeah, I kind of was,” he says. “Wondering, I guess.” He squeezes my arm. Why is he touching me? “Listen. I’m sorry about what happened. My brother…he wasn’t a bad person.”

			“I know.”

			“Really?” Jayce doesn’t sound convinced. “You ever hang out with Micah?” 

			“What do you mean?”

			“Were you guys friends?”

			Friends.

			Is that what we were?

			“Yeah,” I say. “Something like that.”

			

			“So how come I never saw you before?”

			I wince.

			Go ahead. Rub it in.

			It’s not like I was Micah’s girlfriend.

			What am I, exactly?

			A secret.

			That’s what.

			I could tell him the truth. Micah didn’t want anybody to know about me. He made that pretty clear. Not that it stopped us from hooking up on a semi-regular basis. There’s no way in hell I’m going to drop that information on his brother.

			Jayce looks at me. Waiting. Then he lifts up the phone. “That’s you, right?”

			In the photo, a girl dangles her legs off a construction crane. At her throat is a bandana dotted with skulls.

			I told Micah to delete that picture.

			Don’t show my face. 

			That’s his Instagram. And now his brother wants to know why I’m in that picture, but I can’t let him find out the truth.

			“I really have to go,” I mutter.

			“Hold up,” he says, but I don’t turn around. He grabs my arm and I almost fall. Then my gran’s shoving her way between us.

			“You.” She jabs her finger at Jayce. “Stay away from my granddaughter.”

			I want to dig a hole in the sand and crawl into it. Everybody on the beach is staring at us. Big time.

			“Please.” I’m begging her. “Let’s just go home.”

			Jayce’s eyes are wet. “I’m really sorry.”

			“That boy,” she says, raising her voice, “pushed her off that roller coaster. You call that an accident?”

			“He wasn’t trying to hurt her, okay?”

			“You’re right,” she says. “He was trying to kill her.”

			I turn away from Ya Ya.

			Away from everything.

			“Birdie,” she shouts.

			

			Did my gran think she was doing me a favor, screaming all that stuff about Micah trying to kill me? I bet everybody in Brevard County heard her going off. It’s bad enough when people whisper behind our backs.

			We’re trash.

			That’s what they say.

			As I head toward the parking lot, I keep flashing back to Jayce. The way he looked at me like I’m crazy as all get out. Now he’s going to start asking questions about that picture on his brother’s Instagram. It might as well be another planet. Or a black hole so distant, we can’t find it with a telescope. We only know it’s there by the brightness it swallows up. The stars it rips apart. All the empty spaces that will never be whole again.
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			Bone to Pick

			When Ya Ya finally catches up, she tries to drag me into a hug, but I pull away. “Why did you have to yell at him?” 

			“I didn’t yell.”

			“You know he goes to my school, right?”

			“The Skinner kid?” she says, frowning. “That boy should go to jail. He knew something wasn’t right with his brother.”

			I shiver. 

			My gran doesn’t know about my status with Micah. I mean, the fact that we were having sex.

			Nobody does.

			If Ya Ya found out, she’d drag me straight to Dr. Wallace. He’s like, a hundred years old and always hands me a sugar-free lollipop after my flu shot. (If it was a Jolly Rancher, I might reconsider. Let’s be real. Sugar free is the worst.)

			“Don’t blame Jayce Skinner for something his brother did. And I seriously doubt he knew that Micah was going to climb that roller coaster.” I stare at the cactusy-looking plants by the boardwalk. Somebody tossed a scratch-off in the dirt. Lucky Gold Rush. Guess they weren’t so lucky.

			A few days before Christmas, me and Ya Ya won fifty bucks on Florida Lotto EZ Match. She bought it at Winn-Dixie, but I picked out the numbers. Twelve for my birthday month. Nine for hers. Three, two, one—the Space Coast area code. (It’s a countdown, get it?) Besides. Nobody ever picks three, two, one.

			Ya Ya snaps her fingers at my face. “Earth to Birdie,” she says. “Where are you?”

			“I’m here. At least temporarily.”

			“Well, you’re making a big stink out of nothing.”

			

			“Yeah?” I tell her. “How am I supposed to deal with school in a couple weeks?”

			“You’ll deal just fine.”

			“Forget it. I’m not going back to that shithole.”

			“Hush your mouth,” she says. As if she doesn’t drop f-bombs left and right every time the Marlins lose. “Birdie, I know this is tough.”

			My gran knows lots of things. How to tie a sailor’s knot. The best bait for a rat trap is crunchy peanut butter. Never count on somebody else to fix your own problems. At least, that’s what she says.

			She doesn’t know how it feels to live in my skin.

			“You’ve had the entire summer,” she says, thumping another cigarette out of her pack of Reds. “If you go back this fall, you can still graduate on time.”

			She talks about graduation like it’s the first day of my life. As if nothing I’ve done so far actually matters. Micah called it the Rich Man’s Lottery. He said the world’s smartest people never go to college.

			“School has nothing to do with my reality.”

			Ya Ya sucks in a gulp of smoke. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“I’ve got my own plans.”

			“Think I planned on mopping up vomit?”

			No, I guess she didn’t plan on that.

			My gran works at this pub down by the causeway. The Sea Monkey. It was my Bop Bop’s place until his brain turned into Swiss cheese. As far as I can tell, “pub” is just a fancy word for bar. Last weekend, this dude got super wasted and puked in the lobster tank. Good times, right?

			Soon as I graduate, I’m out of here. No college for moi, thank you very much. Besides. We can’t afford it. Yeah, I used to dream about blasting into space, but NASA isn’t flying humans to the moon right now. They’re crashing robots on Mars and taking pictures of rocks.

			“You’re a sharp cookie,” Ya Ya says. “It’s time you put that brain of yours to good use.”

			“Smart.”

			“What’s that?”

			“You mean smart cookie.”

			“That’s what I said. Bet you could win a fancy scholarship,” she adds, as if it’s that easy. “They give scholarships to everybody these days.”

			Wow. Thanks for the vote of confidence. Did I mention my gran dropped out in tenth grade? That’s when she hooked up with Bop Bop. Yet somehow she’s an expert on scholarships.

			“You’re going back to school this fall.” She flicks her cigarette on the ground and smushes it under her flip-flop. “That’s the end of it.”

			“Do I even have a choice?”

			“You always have a choice.”

			“Well, it sure doesn’t feel like it.” A firecracker sizzles across the horizon and I swallow hard. 

			Ya Ya shakes her head. “Why do you have to be like this?”

			“Like what?”

			“I don’t know, Riley-Jane,” she says, rubbing her forehead. “You’re so fired up all the time. It’s like you’ve got a bone to pick with the entire world.”

			“Sorry I’m not perfect.”

			“Nobody’s asking you to be perfect,” she says, but I’m not buying it. “You can’t hide in your room forever.”

			“Why not?” My gran’s right behind me. Another firecracker pops off and I wince.

			“I mean it, Birdie.” She still won’t get out of the way. “And where do you think you’re going?”

			“Home.”

			“Yeah? Is that right?” she says, moving up in my space. “Shug’s still at the marina. Let me give him a call. He can drive us back.”

			Shug’s her part-time boyfriend (more like friend with benefits). He works down in Cocoa Beach, steering drunk tourists around the Indian River on his crappy sailboat. Yes, that’s his actual job.

			Ya Ya’s friend.

			I didn’t know she had friends.

			At least Shug’s got a car—a yellow truck he calls Ponyboy. Ya Ya’s ancient Chevy Cavalier has been rotting in the shop for weeks. It’s banged up real good and yeah, it’s sort of my fault, but I really don’t feel like talking about it. So Captain Shug’s our only transportation.

			“No thanks,” I tell her. “I’ll take the bus.”

			“Don’t be stupid,” she says. “It’s Sunday. And Titusville’s over in East Bumble. The bus doesn’t go that far.”

			“Yeah, it does.” I’m not actually sure if that’s true, but whatever. Small details.

			“Riley-Jane Kolek,” she yells. “Get your tookus over here. Now.”

			When my gran says, “now,” she means yesterday.

			Bonus points if she drops my full name.

			Ya Ya grabs my arm. “You’re not going anywhere.”

			I jerk away from her death-grip. My foot skids out from under me and I slam onto the ground. A jolt of pain zings through my shoulder as I roll onto my side. Somebody yells, “Is she okay?” Of course, I had to crash land in front of an audience. You’d think he’d try to help. Instead, the guy just stands next to his car. Watching.

			Ya Ya doesn’t say anything. She digs inside her purse and takes out the plastic bag from Winn-Dixie. I only ate half my sub. Black Forest ham. I’m not really sure where the Black Forest is. Who cares? I’ll never go there.

			“Finish it on the bus,” she says. “Promise?”

			I cram the half-eaten sub in my combat bag. At least I won’t starve to death. Count your blessings, right? Unless I get food poisoning, which is totally possible. Ya Ya always globs on too much mayo.

			Sometimes we eat the same thing twice in one day. That’s way better than sleeping on an empty stomach.

			Trust me.

			

			Sometimes we do that too.

			As I walk away from the beach, fireworks streak across the sky like that asteroid that wiped out the dinosaurs. Lucky for us. Maybe in another universe we never got this far. I read about it in this ancient National Geographic I stole from the hospital. Well, I didn’t actually steal it. I just never brought it back.

			Every time we make a choice, the universe splits. Who knows? There’s probably a million universes out there. A million different earths. Maybe in another universe, Micah’s still alive.

			When I finally reach the bus bench, I shrug off my backpack. That’s when I spot the stray dog again. He limps across the pavement, head low, ears flapping. His ribs are even bonier than mine.

			“Hey there, doggo,” I whisper, but he backs away. Looks like he’s got a little pit in him. Some people are freaked out by pit bulls, but that’s totally unfair. Because they’re, like, the sweetest dogs in the world. 

			Before Neil Armstrong walked on the moon, the Soviets launched a dog into orbit. Her name was Laika. She was a mutt they kidnapped off the streets. (Or dognapped, I guess.) In other words, Laika didn’t have a choice. I bet she got lonely, floating around the earth all by herself.

			The Soviets told everybody she ran out of oxygen.

			They said she died peacefully in her sleep.

			But they lied.

			I unzip my combat bag and grab what’s left of the sub. The pittie thumps his tail, but doesn’t move any closer.  

			“You like Black Forest ham?”

			As soon as I toss it in the dirt, he chomps it down so fast, that ham doesn’t stand a chance. One, two, gone.

			A streetlight flickers across the highway. It’s the only thing brightening the horizon. Not a star you can wish on. Or a rocket blasting into space. Still, I tilt my head toward the sky, hoping for a glimpse of fire.
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			Bad Altitude

			The bus is empty on the ride home. I take out my phone and scroll through Instagram. My feed is mostly urbex stuff. Forgotten subway tunnels. Rotten old farmhouses. A rocket buried deep in the Everglades.

			I click on Micah’s profile. In his final picture, he’s popping a backflip off the shuttle monument. He’s upside-down, suspended between earth and sky, almost as if he’s weightless.

			Micah Skinner was the king of dares online. Nothing scared him. And that’s how he started off. Posting all these crazy-ass tricks, grinding off stair railings at McGriff Park. You know. That kind of crap. Of course, he’s not the only one. There’s always somebody better. Somebody with a more dangerous stunt. So he had to move on.

			He aced the cinnamon challenge—gulping an entire spoonful of the stuff in one big swallow. Pretty stupid, right? He didn’t end up in the hospital or whatever, but he puked his guts out. Of course, he posted the whole thing on TikTok. Next he snorted a condom up his nose and yanked it, inch but inch, through his mouth.

			Trust me. That video got a ton of hits. But the one with the most likes? That’s when he stretched out in the middle of US 1, lying perfectly still, while this kid, Cole Glick, popped ollies off a ramp, soaring up and over Micah’s face.

			I mean, yeah. He could’ve got his skull flattened. A hundred million things could go wrong. The crazier the stunt, the more followers he scored online. It seemed like people wanted him to get hurt. Almost like they enjoyed watching him suffer.

			It was never enough.

			

			Here’s one thing he didn’t have.

			Thousands of followers.

			I racked up a ton of followers on Instagram. I’m not talking about my real Insta, the one with close-ups of the Gordita Supreme I ate for lunch. I mean my Finsta—the fake profile I set up for secret photo missions. Selfies, mostly, but you’ll never see my face. Only my eyes, black-rimmed above a skull-dotted bandana, as if I’m about to rob a bank.

			I’d climb the highest lookout spots in Brevard County. Dangle my feet off the water tower. Sway one-handed from the cage-like scaffolding around that fancy new condo on Cocoa Beach. The taller the better. Seconds later, my death-defying selfies were up on my profile, Bad Altitude.

			A couple days before Micah jumped, I posted the most epic pic and scored even more followers.

			Twenty-eight thousand, to be exact.

			If I got enough likes, some rich guy in a suit would pay attention. Maybe he’d give me a sponsorship or whatever. I’d become the face for his brand. It’s all about brands. That’s where you find the real money. Yeah, I’ll wear your overpriced hiking boots. Tag my pics with your stupid slogans. As long as you pay me.

			When I got paid, me and Ya Ya would finally bust out of this dump. Goodbye Space Coast. Bonjour Paris or wherever we want to go. First I’d buy my gran a new car. No more broken-down Chevy. And a big-ass stereo so we could blast Sabbath at maximum volume. 

			You could say I had a lot of plans.

			Well, that’s over now.

			I click through Micah’s friend list. Too many faces to count, but when I type his brother’s name—J-A-Y-C-E—up pops the profile. Just like his brother, he’s posted a lot of skate pics. No death-defying stunts. And not many action shots. Maybe Jayce would rather skate than take pictures. 

			My finger hovers over the screen.

			Then I click MESSAGE:

			

			sorry about what happened on the beach tonight…

			I bet he’s going to block me or whatever. He probably won’t even read that stupid DM. I dig around inside my combat bag for my ear buds. Time to zone out. As the bus lurches down Garden Street, I plug the cord into my phone, but before I have a chance to open Spotify, a new message glows on my Instagram.

			J-ACE: I want to talk to you.

			For a minute, I stare at the screen. I can’t let Jayce Skinner find out the truth. Still, I can’t help wondering what he knows about his brother’s death. Maybe he’s hiding something. Is that why he wants to talk to me? I’m supposed to be home by now. Still, you know how it goes. Buses are always late, right? Sometimes they don’t even get where they’re headed.

			Sometimes they make a stop along the way.

			

			Space View Park is across the river from Kennedy. The perfect spot to watch a rocket launch. But it’s dark now and nobody’s on the docks looking over the water. There’s only the rows of monuments—big slabs of black granite carved with Gemini’s twin stars and the names of all the scientists who worked on the space missions. Not just the astronauts. All the behind-the-scenes people you never see on TV.

			Jayce is waiting for me by the river. At least, I think he’s waiting. He glances at his phone, then at the water.

			I feel like I’m stalking him, but I don’t want to freak him out. If I stare long enough, he’ll turn around. Nothing magic about it. Just an instinct leftover from our caveman days so we don’t get trampled by wooly mammoths.

			It works.

			“You’re here,” he says, slipping off his headphones.

			“I’m not actually here. I mean, yeah. My atoms are sort of here. But they’re mostly empty space.”

			Jayce is quiet, as if nothing’s more fascinating than watching me walk across the grass. He doesn’t smile much. I know that sounds random, but it’s just something I’ve noticed. He’s like the ultimate Sad Boi.

			“Did I say something wrong?” he asks.

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Seriously. Was I being offensive?”

			“No, I swear I’m not offended.”

			“You sure?”

			“Listen,” I tell him. “My gran was out of control.”

			“It’s okay,” he says, but obviously it’s not. “To be honest, I was sort of relieved.”

			“Why?”

			“I mean, yeah. I was going to see you eventually.”

			“Well, now you’ve seen me.”

			He nods. “Can I talk to you?”

			“Now?”

			“Please,” he says, lowering his voice. “It’s about my brother.”

			“I didn’t really know him, okay?”

			“Then why are you on his Instagram?”

			A buoy clangs in the distance. It’s a sound I’ve heard all my life, but it makes me flinch. And it’s starting to rain now. Big plinking drops. No wonder the launch got scrubbed. It’s going to storm tonight, after all.

			“You’ve got a car, right?” I ask Jayce, but I already know he does. 

			“Yeah,” he says. “I’ve got a car.”

			“Can we go somewhere?”

			“Sure, that works,” he says, nodding. “We could grab a bite. Unless you’ve got other plans.”

			“I don’t.”

			Great. Now I sound like a complete loser.

			I can’t drag myself home in a freaking thunderstorm. Not to mention, I tossed what was left of my dinner to that stray dog on the beach. Ya Ya’s going to be looking for me and I’m already late. I listen for that buoy again, but it’s gone. Almost like I imagined it. Still, I catch a glimpse of lights across the water, blinking Morse code.

			

			We’re speeding past the Titusville marina, where the boats line up so tight, you could jump from one to the other. Surfboards lean against a fence like knives in a drawer. I haven’t touched my board since I got out of the hospital. Ya Ya dragged it into the garage and shoved it behind our plastic Christmas tree.

			Jayce pulls up to a taco spot on the side of the road. I know this place. The smell of grilled meat and car exhaust. The tiki huts tangled in fairy lights, hidden between a gas station and a fishing shack. Micah and I rode our bikes here once. I wouldn’t exactly call it a “date.”

			I stare at my fingers curled in my lap.

			“You’re not getting out?” Jayce asks.

			“Give me a second.” I scoot forward on the seat and swing my legs out of the car. 

			Jayce snaps open an umbrella and waves it over us. Heads turn as we move toward the twinkling lights. Maybe they’re wondering what Riley-Jane Kolek is doing with Jayce Skinner. To be honest, I’m kind of wondering the same thing.

			I plunk myself down at a picnic table. You’d think a tiki hut wouldn’t keep out the rain, but the bench isn’t even wet. Jayce walks over to the take-out window. When he comes back, he hands me a Styrofoam cup of sweet tea and a taco wrapped in a napkin. I wait for him to ask for money, but for some reason he doesn’t.

			“Why do you want to talk to me?” I ask.

			He takes out his phone. “It’s so messed up that my brother’s gone,” he says, flicking his thumb across the screen, “and his Instagram’s still here.”

			I stare at Micah’s pictures. In a way, they’re sort of like a diary. All his crazy skateboard tricks. Micah Skinner’s gone and this is what’s left of his existence on the planet. “Did he tag me in it?”

			“He didn’t tag anybody. This is his secret Instagram.”

			“I didn’t know he had a secret Instagram.”

			“Really?”

			“I mean, I kind of figured he did. But I wasn’t sure. It’s not like I was his girlfriend or whatever.”

			Jayce sighs. I’m sure this isn’t easy for him to hear. “I didn’t mean to get up in your business. I’m just trying to understand,” he says, leaning across the table. “Free the horses,” he says quietly. “Do you know what that means?”

			I shake my head.

			“It’s a game.”

			“Like a video game?”

			He’s watching my hands on the bench. Sizing me up. “You never heard Micah talk about it before.”

			“No.”

			“My brother didn’t mention it to you?”

			“Why would he? It’s pretty obvious he didn’t care.”

			Jayce lowers his head. “Riley,” he says. “I don’t know what happened between you guys. I’m sorry he hurt you.”

			“So now we’re both sorry.”

			“Pretty much.” He glances across the street at the bait shack, where a truck has pulled up, dragging a powerboat with a motor so big, it might take off into the sky. “Here.” He slides his phone to me. “Take a look at this.”

			I study the grid of pictures. The things Micah posted in secret. Broken glass sparkling in an empty parking lot. A shadow fanning behind the lifeguard stand. Cloudless skies stained the color of rust.

			“Micah’s secret Instagram.”

			His brother nods.

			I wipe the screen with my sleeve and when I scroll to the next picture, I suck in a breath. It’s a close-up of somebody’s arm, the skin crusted with oozing scabs.

			“He never told you about this game?”

			

			“Never.” I rub my thumb across the bench, circling the cracks and splinters. When I was little, we lived in a trailer with fake pine walls. The stains in the wood reminded me of gnomes blinking in the dark. 

			Jayce glances over his shoulder, as if he feels somebody watching us. I turn my head, but all I see is that truck parked across the street, the boat chained to it, the motor blades choked with seaweed.

			“Free the horses,” he says. “It’s what people used to do before something bad happens.”

			I stare at the grid of pictures on the screen. It just doesn’t make any sense. I keep scrolling until I reach the first shot—a pair of sneakers dangling over a rooftop, high above the blur of traffic. 

			Micah’s sneakers.

			At first I thought they were crusted with dirt, but I was wrong.

			It’s ink.

			Micah used to grab a pen and go full-force Michelangelo on his shoes. He was really good at drawing skeletons. I thought it was beautiful, the way he shaded the slope of a deer’s antlers. Or the saw-edged grooves in a rattler’s spine.

			Now I’m not so sure.

			I can’t find his face in the photo. Only that filthy pair of Vans, their ragged laces, and the sunlight glinting off the cars far below.

			When I glance at the date, I’m stunned.

			It’s the night before he fell.

			“Why did Micah take this picture?”

			“It’s a challenge.”

			“You mean a dare?”

			“When you start playing the game, you get messaged with a list of dares.”

			“The scab on Micah’s arm. It’s from playing a game?”

			His brother nods.

			I stare at the pictures on Jayce’s phone. “So you post on Instagram with that hashtag. Free the horses.”

			“That’s right.”

			“And somebody sends you a list of dares.”

			He nods.

			“Micah was actually doing this?”

			“He made a profile just for the game. I found a bunch of weird stuff on his Instagram. When I saw that picture of you standing on a rooftop—” 

			“You thought I got him into it.”

			“Makes sense, huh?”

			“I guess so.”

			“Is that how you knew my brother? You guys were posting stuff online to see who got the most followers?”

			“Something like that.”

			“Can I see?”

			I take out my phone and sign onto Bad Altitude.

			As Jayce scrolls through the pictures, his eyes widen. “This is sick, Riley. I had no clue you were an Instagram star.”

			I almost got killed trying to get that shot—an abandoned water park up in Orlando (I’d tell you the name, but you can probably take a guess). I was really getting into the whole urbex scene and racking up followers like crazy.

			When it got dark, I climbed up this rickety old water slide to get the perfect view. This thing was freaking huge and tunneled through the swamp like dinosaur bones. After I cranked out a bunch of pictures, I was feeling pretty good. That’s the high you get from exploring, a head-tingling rush.

			Jayce is messing with his phone, scrolling through Instagram like a puzzle he’s trying to solve. He actually thinks his brother didn’t mean to hurt me. In a way, I can totally imagine why he wants to believe it.

			I want to believe it too.

			The rain has slowed to a drizzle. When I glance across the street, the door to the Quick Mart swings open and a dude strolls out. He’s got a “festive gut,” as Ya Ya likes to call it, slung over faded cargos splattered with bleach stains.

			

			Ya Ya’s friend. 

			Shug’s checking us out. No doubt, taking notes.

			“You okay?” Jayce asks.

			“The guy across the street.”

			“What about him?”

			“He’s my Ya Ya’s boyfriend.”

			“Your what?”

			“My gran’s boyfriend. He basically lives at our house.”

			“So you’re basically screwed.”

			“Basically.”

			Jayce turns around. “That guy?”

			“Don’t look at him.”

			Shug gets inside his car, but I can see the telltale glow of his cell through the windshield. He’s probably calling my gran right now.

			“We should leave,” I tell Jayce.

			“Then let’s jet,” he says, grabbing his keys.

			I flick the crumbs off my napkin into the grass and we head back to the car. When I slide onto the passenger seat, my hands are numb. As we pull onto the highway, I catch a glimpse of the Indian River. The boarded-up hotel tilts against the shoreline. From a distance, you can’t tell that the paint has blistered and faded.

			“Do you know where Micah took that rooftop picture?” 

			Jayce is quiet for a moment. The wipers slap back and forth, keeping time with the noise inside me. The Big Bang static.

			“I’ve got a pretty good idea,” he says.
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			Miracle City

			NO TRESPASSING says the sign bolted to the fence. The metal screws are splotched with rust—faded streaks that remind me of dried blood. Miracle City Mall has been abandoned so long, ferns have twisted through the pavement.

			I stare at the empty parking lot. “This is where Micah took that picture.”

			Jayce nods. “We used to skate here.”

			“You guys were close.”

			“A million years ago.”

			“What changed?”

			“We did, I guess.” 

			I reach across the seat and squeeze his hand. Believe me. I’m not your definition of touchy-feely. It just seems like the right thing to do.

			After a minute, Jayce pulls away. “I thought you knew about the game,” he says, “but it’s kind of obvious you don’t.”

			“Did you talk to the cops about this?”

			“Trust me. They don’t care. Nobody’s got time to look for kids posting daredevil shit on Instagram.”

			“What’s the point of this game? I mean, do you win big money or something?”

			Jayce shrugs. “You get famous.”

			“That’s it?”

			Micah was risking his life…for fame?

			“But how long does the game go on? And how do you know if you’re winning?” I have so many questions.

			“He never got to find out.”

			If Micah was playing the game, he can’t be alone. Hundreds of people might be online, playing it right now. Maybe thousands.

			“This game is like a weapon,” I tell him. “It’s hurting people. And it needs to stop. Now.”

			“But how can you stop people from playing it?”

			“I’m going to shut it down.”

			“We don’t even know who’s behind it.”

			I’m thinking hard.

			“What if I start playing the game?”

			Silence.

			Jayce doesn’t say anything. There’s only the surf-like thump of cars racing down the highway. “No,” he finally says, shaking his head. “I’m serious. If you start playing, there’s no reset button.”

			“And if I quit the game? Then what?”

			He still doesn’t say anything.

			I’m starting to freak out now. “Tell me.”

			“You can’t quit.”

			“Or else?”

			“You die.”

			What?

			He’s got to be joking. “Is that how it goes? I stop playing the game and somebody online is going to hunt me down?”

			“That’s how it’s supposed to work.”

			I shiver. “But who’s they?”

			“Maybe it’s all bullshit. All I know is that my brother was playing this game of dares online. Think about it, Riley. You want to take that risk?”

			“It’s the only way to find out the truth about Micah. His last days. If we don’t try to stop it, more people will get hurt.”

			“So you really want to do this?”

			I stare out the windshield. The parking lot is a wasteland. Still, I can’t help feeling we’re not alone. I don’t believe that dead people turn into ghosts, but what if Micah’s watching from somewhere?

			Watching me walk in his footsteps.

			

			

			As we head across the parking lot to Miracle City, the sky is a dark smear, empty of stars. Kennedy Space Center’s just across the Indian River. If I make it to the roof, I’ll probably spot the rockets.

			I glance back at the car. “We can’t leave it out here in the open.”

			“Yeah, I hear you, Riley. But we don’t have a choice.”

			“Somebody’s going to notice.”

			“That’s why we’ve got to move fast.”

			I have no idea how I’m getting on the roof. Right now, it seems like an impossible mission. Every muscle in my body is on fire.

			Jayce digs his sneaker into the chain-link fence and pulls himself up. When he’s halfway over, he jumps off and hits concrete. No way can I get through that fence. I used to do this stuff all the time. Why am I so scared now?

			“Thanks for waiting,” I shout at him.

			“Hold on.” He’s already marching toward the front entrance. “I’m going to check it out first.”

			He disappears behind the graffiti-spattered wall.

			I’m standing by the fence like an idiot. This is so messed up. I mean, what if I actually climb to the roof and post it on Instagram? Jayce says if I start playing the game, there’s no backing out.

			What if he’s right?

			A car slows in front of the abandoned mall—a Dodge Charger with tinted windows. As it swerves into the parking lot, I catch the words Brevard County Sheriff across the door in faded gold letters.

			Now I’m stuck. I can’t run back to the car. Let’s be real. I’m not running anywhere. Without thinking, I unzip my combat bag. I reach for my phone, but I don’t have Jayce’s number.

			I could wait for him to show up.

			Or not.

			

			I scan the empty parking lot. No sign of intelligent life. There has to be another way inside this place.

			The lower half of the fence is mangled, as if somebody plowed into it with a bulldozer. Is it enough space for me to squeeze under? Maybe. (If I don’t slice myself to ribbons.) I drop to my knees and sink down.

			Okay. Here goes nothing.

			Slowly, I drag myself across the pavement. I dip my head, then my shoulders through the hole. My elbows dig into the concrete. Yeah, it hurts like hell. No time to think. Just keep going.

			I’m almost to the other side and wham. My T-shirt snags on the jagged chain link. I give it a tug, but it doesn’t budge. Another tug and I’ve ripped my freaking shirt. This is beyond embarrassing.

			My head throbs as I get back on my feet. There’s no way inside the mall. The double doors are boarded up. Caution tape flutters across the rotten plywood like birthday streamers. I can’t stop thinking about serial killers. Dudes in hockey masks swinging machetes.

			“Next time wait for me.” Jayce thumps my shoulder and I swear to god, I almost pass out.

			“Who says there’s going to be a next time?” Believe me. If I could strangle this boy, I would.

			We start walking toward the mall’s front entrance.

			He’s still got his hand on my shoulder. In a way, it’s kind of sweet. But I don’t need anybody’s help. Especially after I shredded my T-shirt. Not the best look, unless you’re channeling Metallica.

			“So how did you get over the fence?” he wants to know.

			I wiggle my fingers at him. “Magic.”

			“Well, you better use your magic powers,” he says, glancing at Miracle City’s fort-like walls. “Because I walked around this entire place and there’s no way in. And unless I’m hallucinating, I just saw a cop across the street.”

			“You’re not hallucinating.”

			

			“In that case, we should probably turn around.”

			“We’ve come this far. There has to be a way inside.”

			Jayce is quiet for a minute. “Come on,” he finally says. “I want to show you something.”

			We head toward the back of the mall. All the doors are boarded up. The plywood is drenched with graffiti—fang-toothed skulls that remind me of the doodles on Micah’s sneakers—along with a tag: WRECK LESS.

			“Did Micah draw this?”

			“Pretty sure it’s my brother.”

			I press my hand against the plywood where there’s a gap just big enough to crawl through. “It’s loose.” I slam my shoulder against the board. Slowly, it bends, giving in to my weight. “Can I fit through it?”

			“Let’s find out.”

			

			Every abandoned place has a smell. It’s the stillness of air that hasn’t been breathed. The sharp tang of mold. A loneliness I can almost taste, the way one small thing can hold a memory and leave the rest behind.

			“Hold up.” Jayce glances over his shoulder.

			“You hear something?”

			“Maybe.”

			We both listen.

			There’s only the faint drip of water, plink-plinking away. 

			Near the front entrance, a mural gleams on the wall—a rocket blasting into the sunset. No sign of life. Still, there’s the chance of that cop rolling up. They’re always sniffing around for urbexers—the sort of kid who’d risk a nail in his Timberlands. Or worse. A broken neck. All for an Instagram-worthy pic of ruin porn.

			Someone like me.

			Jayce holds out his phone like a torch, leading the way. He’s making way too much noise, stomping through the muck. “Amazing.” He gawks at the rows of potted ferns. “How come those plants aren’t dead yet?”

			This place is seriously trashed. Pink strips of insulation dangle from the ceiling like tongues. Somebody left a beer on the floor, as if they were coming back for it later. I nudge the can until it tips, gushing a tidal wave of ooze.

			Jayce keeps looking over his shoulder the whole time. “You think that cop’s still hanging around?”

			“Here’s a better question. Would he actually look for us in here?”

			Jayce thinks about it. “Yeah, he would.”

			“So we’re stuck.” I walk around the cardboard boxes. There’s no way out. No stairs leading to the roof.

			He frowns. “Well, that depends.”

			“On what?”

			“Can you deal with ladders?”

			I didn’t even think about it. Until now, the hardest thing I had to climb is the step to the front porch.

			Am I brave enough?

			Before the accident, I used to grab my longboard and drive out to Satellite Beach. The ocean foamed against the pier, but I paddled through that epic tide like it was nothing. I was strong back then. When I surfed, I never thought I’d plunge below the waves. Never thought I’d struggle to find the surface.

			After all, it was only water.

			It couldn’t hurt me.

			

			The room is full of Christmas trees. Their branches are looped with plastic beads and crusted with glitter. Every tree is topped with a doll-sized angel smiling blankly into the darkness. And that’s not all. A sled, in case it ever snows.

			We head inside the storage room. Maybe it was an office back in the day. Whatever. It’s all storage now.

			I study the pile of fake trees. “Thought you knew where to go.”

			Jayce pushes hard against the wall. He’s got his phone in the other hand, our only source of light. “Keep looking.”

			

			We’ve been looking for over an hour.

			“You sure this is the right way?” I ask him. “I mean, just because you used to skate here.”

			“I’ll find it,” he snaps.

			“Maybe we should split up.”

			He shakes his head. “If you get hurt—”

			“I’m not going to get hurt.”

			“Yeah?” he says. “Well, you could fall through the floor. Break your neck. Or you could get electrocuted.”

			“What do you mean?” I shudder.

			“This place still has power in a few spots.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me before?”

			“Didn’t want to scare you.”

			“I think you could’ve mentioned it earlier.”

			“If you want to leave, that’s cool with me.”

			“We’re not leaving.”

			“Then what exactly are we doing?”

			Good question.

			Something thumps above us. A bird trapped in the rafters. I let out a shriek as it swoops across the room. For a second, it’s quiet. Then the clatter of broken glass jolts the silence. Definitely not a bird. Jayce glances at the hallway behind us. His eyes meet mine and I know exactly what he’s thinking.

			Move.

			We head toward the opposite side of the room. Jayce turns off his phone and the darkness washes over me. I’m blind. No telling what’s in front of us. He moves his hand to the small of my back and steers me ahead. Together we inch through the dark.

			“Up,” he whispers.

			I bump my foot against the step. It’s hard enough, climbing stairs when I can actually see where I’m going. This is a thousand times worse. We’ve got to move fast, but I’m inching up one step at a time.

			“Just go,” I tell him. “I’ll be okay.”

			He squeezes my hand. “I’m not ditching you, Riley. You got this.”

			A halo sweeps across the wall. Somebody’s flashlight. I hold my breath as it sways back and forth over the desks and toppled chairs. Jayce freezes on the step above me. We’re trapped. There’s no way out.

			The flashlight dips closer. It brightens the edge of a filing cabinet, then hovers on the stairs. A minute later, it’s gone. They finally took off. Or maybe they’re still here with us in the dark. Waiting.

			Jayce whispers close to my ear. “Now what?”

			“Keep moving.”

			When we reach the top step, I press my hand against the wall. I feel around, searching for a doorknob. My fingers drift across something cold and smooth. A handle. Slowly, it turns in my grip. If I push the door open, the room will flood with sunlight. In other words, I’d send a message to whoever’s out there.

			Come and find us.

			I push forward.

			The door swings open so fast, I almost fall. The brightness slams into me, along with a familiar smell—car exhaust and rain-soaked concrete.

			“This is it,” Jayce says, marching ahead.

			We made it to the roof, surrounded by rust-stained walls slanting toward the night sky. Is this where Micah took that picture? He was standing on a ledge overlooking the highway. This can’t be the spot.

			Unless I climb even higher.

			“You said there’s a ladder?” I glance at the barricade of walls, but there’s no way out.

			He taps his sneaker against the ground. “Follow me. Just me careful, okay? The floor’s about to collapse.”

			We head across the moon-like surface of the roof.  Can I trust Micah’s brother? If he isn’t for real, I’d know by now, right?

			“Check it out,” he says, tilting his head.

			

			I look up and there it is—a chain of metal rungs bolted to the wall.

			Jayce grabs hold of the ladder and steps onto the lowest rung, testing his weight. “I’ll go first. You sure this isn’t going to be a problem?”

			Actually, I’m not.

			He takes his sweet time, moving rung by rung. Finally, he scrambles over the edge of the roof.

			Now it’s my turn.

			Heights used to be my thing. Never thought I’d be scared to climb a rooftop. But the fall changed everything.

			Me, most of all.

			I grip the ladder with both hands. When I find my balance, I pull my body upwards. Every muscle in my shoulders is zapped sore. My arms are already mega raw because I haven’t climbed anything in a million years. No way to block it out. Just breathe through it.

			breathe…breathe…breathe

			The ladder isn’t tall. Still, each tug is agony. As I yank myself above the rungs, specks of rust flake off. The grit trickles into my eyes and I cough and blink. At last, Jayce leans over me and reaches out his hand. He pulls hard, dragging my legs, then my feet across the last couple of rungs.

			I collapse and double over. For a minute, I just stay there, clenching my teeth against the throbbing pain. Yeah, it hurts like hell. But I’m on the roof. I didn’t even know I had the guts.

			“That was awesome,” Jayce says. “You were like Mystique in X-Men. Totally kicking ass.”

			“Minus the ability to shapeshift.”

			“If you ask me, shapeshifting’s overrated.”

			“So what’s your superpower?”

			“It’s a secret.”

			The edge of the rooftop is land mined with pigeon shit and broken glass. Looks like we aren’t the only ones to sneak up here. What was going through Micah’s head when he took that picture? I wish I could go back in time and talk to him.

			

			Maybe he’d listen.

			

			In the distance, Miracle City’s parking lot seems to go on forever. Beyond it, traffic races down US 1. A smear of pines is all that separates us from the Indian River and the rocket launch at Cape Canaveral.

			“This was your spot, huh?” I ask Jayce. “You guys used to skate on the roof?”

			“Back when we actually hung out.”

			“Pretty ballsy.”

			“That’s my brother. Anything for TikTok fame.”

			I can barely see the cars speeding north on the highway, going who knows where. “It’s sort of peaceful up here.”

			“So you’re really going to do this?” he asks.

			I reach inside my combat bag and pass him my phone. “Just don’t show my face.” I’m standing near the ledge, as if straddling thin air, halfway between the roof and the parking lot below. If he doesn’t hurry, I’m going to lose my balance.

			“Careful.” Jayce is freaking out.

			“Ready?” 

			“Go,” he says, lifting up the phone.

			I lean as close to the edge as possible. Hold my breath. Don’t look down. I’ve done this a million times. Yeah, I used to be into heights. But that was before the accident changed everything. And this is different. I’m shifting all my weight onto one leg and trying not to fall.

			“Got it?” I shout at him.

			He nods. “You’re good.”

			I crouch down and struggle to catch my breath. When he hands my phone back, I quickly scroll through the images. It’s always a little weird when somebody takes your picture. It’s like they’re stealing a piece of your soul. In every shot, I’m on the rooftop, dangling high above the parking lot and all the empty spaces. It’s an epic picture. Totally worth the risk.

			“Wait a second,” Jayce says. “Before you post it, you should get rid of your old profile.”

			

			I flinch. “You mean delete it?” 

			“Don’t you have a lot of followers?”

			“Thousands.”

			I can’t delete my Instagram. I worked so hard to get those followers. All my death-defying pics. Water towers and bridges and the roof of that abandoned hotel.

			I just can’t.

			“Please don’t make me do this,” I whisper.

			“So what if someone recognizes you?”

			 “They won’t.”

			“Come on, Riley.”

			“On Instagram, I’m Bad Altitude.”

			“I’m serious. It’s too risky. You have to delete it.”

			“My face has been all over TV for weeks. Somebody’s going to recognize me anyway.”

			“But you’re starting a new profile for the game. Just don’t show your face in any of these pictures, okay?”

			I turn my back away from him. It only takes a few seconds to create another profile on Instagram. I could be anyone. In fact, I could totally make up a new life, if I wanted. An entirely different person.

			“It’s gone,” I tell him.

			But as you already know:

			I’m an expert liar.

			

			A long time ago, NASA launched a message across the solar system. I guess they wanted to make sure we’re not alone. They recorded all kinds of sounds on a golden phonograph—whale songs and crying babies and people saying hello. 

			It sounded like a good idea. A message in a bottle. That’s what Carl Sagan called it. But isn’t that kind of dangerous? What if the extraterrestrials aren’t friendly? And what if they want to eat us? If you look at the history of planet Earth, that’s sort of the major theme. Eat or be eaten.

			I log onto my new Instagram and upload my daredevil selfie. You can’t see my face in the picture, but I’ve never felt so raw and exposed. In the box where you’re supposed to write a caption, I type: #free_the_horses.

			My thumb hovers over the screen.

			Then I hit SHARE. 

			

			What really happened to Laika

			Remember that dog the Soviets launched into space? They told everybody she ran out of oxygen, but that’s not how Laika died. They chained her inside that rocket. She couldn’t even turn around. Her heart was pounding so fast, it’s pretty obvious that dog was freaked out.

			A couple hours after takeoff, Laika’s heart stopped beating.

			She was scared to death.
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			Baby Teeth

			The girl stands on a bridge, dangling her feet over the edge.

			LeXi.RoSe_17 uploaded the picture last night, but she’s already scored hundreds of likes.

			I stare at those words for a long time.

			The pictures tagged with the game’s battle cry—free the horses—are different and the same. Abandoned buildings. Vacant lots. Girls in black combat boots and baggy jeans slashed at the knee. They share one thing in common.

			They’re always alone.

			

			We head back through the mall the same way we came. It’s a lot easier climbing down the ladder, but my shoulders are numb. My entire body feels chewed up and spit out. But I’ve sent a signal to whoever’s behind this game of dares.

			Come and get me.

			Jayce squeezes my shoulder. “That was brave of you, Riley.”

			Brave.

			Is that what I am?

			“For real,” he says. “I couldn’t do it.”

			“Sure you could.”

			“It’s that easy, huh?”

			“Just don’t think about being scared. That’s what I used to tell myself when I was rooftopping. I’d climb as high as possible to get the best pictures.”

			“You never worried about falling?”

			“Of course I did. But it’s a waste of time.”

			“Why?”

			I shrug. “Bad stuff happens everywhere.”

			

			When we reach the door to the roof, it’s propped wide open, swaying back and forth in the breeze.

			Jayce looks at me. “It wasn’t like that before.”

			“Did you leave it open?”

			“No clue.”

			“You can’t remember?”

			“Just move,” he says, barging ahead.

			“Maybe we should go a different way.”

			“Too late now.”

			I gawk at the steps winding into the blackness. “It’s the only exit?”

			“The one and only.”

			“Great.” I move toward the dark.

			This is really going to suck.

			Jayce takes out his phone. “Oh shit.”

			“What?”

			He shakes his head. “My battery died.”

			“Please tell me you’re joking.”

			“Wish I was.”

			How could we be so stupid? He’s been using his phone as a flashlight all this time. We should’ve turned it off earlier. I reach inside my combat bag and grab my phone. The battery’s on the verge of death too.

			“Take mine.” I pass it to Jayce.

			“It’s almost out of juice.”

			“Yeah, I noticed.”

			“So let’s jet before we’re stuck in the dark.”

			The screen’s not throwing off much light. I move slowly, taking the steps one at a time. Now we’re back in the room with the desks and chairs. We keep moving through the maze-like tunnels of Miracle City’s empty stores.

			I can’t stop thinking about the daredevil selfies. It’s easy to hide online. You could be anyone. That’s the scariest part. People say horrible things in the shadows of the internet. They get away with it because nobody knows who they really are. No backing out now.

			

			How long will it take before they find my Instagram?

			And is it they?

			Or who?

			“We came this way before, right?”

			Jayce’s T-shirt is splotched with sweat. He wipes his face on his sleeve and stares at the ferns. “If you say so.”

			“Didn’t we?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Not the answer I want to hear. “What do you mean, ‘you don’t know’?”

			“I can’t see shit, okay?”

			“Then listen.”

			We listen to the emptiness around us. Water splat-splatting from the roof. Our sneakers crunching over broken glass. In the distance, a noise like somebody spinning a bicycle wheel over and over.

			He looks up. “What’s that?”

			“Sounds like frogs.”

			“No way,” he says, glancing around. “How did frogs get in here?”

			“Nature’s a mighty force.”

			He laughs. “This is so freaking weird. All the stores are gone. No sign of life. Then Mother Nature takes over like a boss.”

			Now we’re both laughing. It’s sort of ridiculous, the fact that we’re trapped inside a dead mall with a bunch of frogs. It feels good to laugh. I can’t remember the last time I hung out with somebody and cracked up like this. I mean, laugh until my guts ache. I’m so busy laughing, I don’t notice the obvious. My phone’s dead.

			The darkness crashes over us like water. It takes a second for my eyes to adjust. I can’t even see my fingers gripping the phone.

			“You okay?” Jayce grabs my arm. He’s right next to me, but he might as well be floating in a black hole.

			I follow the crunch of his footsteps. 

			In the back of my mind, I can’t help wondering if Jayce is the one who introduced his brother to that game online. I want to believe he’s looking for the truth. Still, I’m not sure I can trust him.

			As I step forward, my ears are on high alert. The frogs croaking all around us. Water dripping like a pulse that never slows. I press my hand against the wall, tracing something cold and smooth. The tiled mural near Miracle City’s entrance.

			“This is it,” I whisper.

			Jayce squeezes my arm. He’s got to trust me now. Together we move through the dark. At last, my sneaker bumps against the glass doors at the front of the mall.

			“Nice job, Riley,” he says, moving ahead.

			Sunlight bleeds across the floor as he pushes against the flimsy plywood. 

			In the faint light, I catch a glimpse of the faded mural on the wall—Apollo’s rocket punching through the clouds. Then the board shifts out of the way. It takes a minute to push through it sideways. Soon we’re outside, gulping fresh air.

			The cracked sidewalk never looked so good. In the distance, the chain-link fence gleams against the fading sky. Jayce is already racing toward it. Then I spot a couple of boys darting across the parking lot. Where did they come from? So it wasn’t that cop following us, after all. I bet they’re urbexers like me. They’ve got backpacks and cameras—real professional-looking stuff—and they’re running like hell, as if I’m going to narc them out. 

			I lift up my hand, but they don’t turn around.

			

			When Jayce drives me home, I know I’m in for it. I should’ve gone back hours ago. And I should’ve called Ya Ya. Now my phone’s dead and she probably thinks I’m dead too.

			“Didn’t know you lived in a mansion,” he says.

			“It’s not really a mansion.”

			“Yeah, it is,” he says, gawking at the chicken coop in the yard. No chickens anymore. Now it’s snarled in poison ivy. 

			

			“It’s just old,” I tell him.

			My gran likes to brag that her house is the oldest in Brevard County. The only thing that’s not falling apart is the porch, which she built with her own two hands. And that’s where she’s standing, keeping watch as Jayce pulls into the driveway.

			I freeze. That’s the only word for it. Every cell inside my body has turned to ice. Not that it’s actually possible for human blood cells to survive below zero. Forget all those Hollywood movies where people go to sleep in a pod and wake up on Mars. Trust me. It’s not happening.

			Ya Ya’s in her post-work uniform—ponytail threaded through her Marlins cap, baggy T-shirt from some ’80s metal band. Not to mention, a faded pair of tie-dyed leggings. Last time I checked, leggings don’t count as pants.

			Yeah, she doesn’t look happy.

			Jayce gets out and yanks open the passenger door. “You okay?”

			I swing my leg out of the car. “I’m good.”

			A total lie.

			If I could zap myself into space with Laika, I’d do it. Just sign me up for a one-way ticket into orbit. It might be a little lonely, but at least we’d have a nice view of the ocean from up there.

			Ya Ya tilts her gaze in my direction. If I didn’t feel like crap before, I sure as hell do now.

			She marches inside and slams the door.

			I almost wish she’d yell at me. It’s even worse when she doesn’t talk at all. That’s how I know I’m in for it.

			Why can’t I do anything right?

			My gran’s always been there for me. When my mom traded me in for a lifetime ticket to the Oxy Express, Ya Ya’s the one who came to the rescue. She didn’t have to do that, you know. I was twelve freaking years old. Not some cute little kid.

			“Maybe I should take off,” Jayce says. “Before your grandma tears you a new one.”

			“Too late for that,” I mutter.

			

			“But we should meet up tomorrow, though.”

			“Where?”

			“Want me to swing by your house?”

			“Not a good idea.” I’m racking my brains, trying to think of a place. Shug’s working all day. Maybe I can hitch a ride.

			“The marina,” I tell Jayce.

			“See you there,” he says, walking back to the car. A few minutes later, his headlights sweep across the lawn.

			Now I’m alone.

			I gulp a breath. The air smells thick with rain and cut grass. As I step onto the front porch, my foot crunches over piles of cat food Ya Ya sprinkled on paper towels. (As far as I can tell, the raccoons gobble most of it.) I push open the door and move through the kitchen, where a stack of bills and coupons are heaped on the counter. 

			When I peek into the living room, Ya Ya’s slumped on the couch, watching her shows. She’s got a Dixie cup in one hand (no doubt, white wine and ice) and a cigarette in the other. On TV, a little girl is scraping butter on a piece of toast, smiling like it’s the most exciting thing she’d ever done in her entire life.

			“Side effects may include drowsiness, upset stomach, and in rare cases—”

			I don’t get to hear about the rare cases. Shug marches into the room, grabs the clicker and switches it to a fishing show on ESPN. Seems like every commercial is screaming about some magic pill that’s supposed to fix all your problems.

			Back in the day, me and Ya Ya used to watch TV after school. We’d stay up late binge-watching the Food Network. (My gran’s addicted to Diners and Drives, though her cooking skills are limited to cuisine à la microwave.)

			Then Shug started coming over all the time.

			I barely talk to my gran now.

			

			Ya Ya flicks the light switch and my room zaps into focus. The ceiling fan with its dusty paddles (sometimes I imagine it crashing onto me like a missile). Black Sabbath posters duct-taped above my four-poster bed. A pile of naked Barbies heaped on my dresser, their pink legs magic-markered with “tattoos.” She says I’m way too old for Barbies. When grown-ass men play baseball, nobody says they’re too old to be whacking a ball with a stick.

			“You can’t hide in your room forever, Birdie.” She plunks herself down on my bed, cross-legged, as if she’s about to zone out and meditate, very Zen-like, but she doesn’t look chill. That’s for sure.

			I tug the blanket over my head. “Just leave me alone.”

			“That’s one thing I’ll never do,” she says, jerking back the covers.

			This is wrong on so many levels. My bed is the only place on earth I can actually call my own. It’s, like, sacred. And she’s sparking a cigarette. Stinking up the entire place with her lung-clogging fumes.

			“Can we talk about this later?”

			“Now,” she says. “Or you won’t be around to see later.”

			“Fine.” I sit up straight. My room’s status quo is laundry apocalypse—jeans and T-shirts balled up and crumpled, as if the bodies inside have melted. Right now I want to crawl under that mess and hide.

			She reaches over and tucks a wisp of hair behind my ear. “Tell me why that Skinner boy drove you home tonight.”

			“He saw me walking. So he gave me a ride.”

			Not a complete lie.

			But not the whole truth.

			“Why didn’t you take the bus?”

			I shrug. “Just felt like walking.”

			“That’s not what Shug says.”

			I look away.

			My gran’s boyfriend narced me out.

			Told you he would. 

			“Want to talk about it?” Ya Ya taps her cigarette into the tiki mug on my dresser. “So what happened?” she asks, blowing out smoke.

			

			“A lot of stuff happened.”

			“But you don’t feel like talking.”

			I really can’t handle my gran’s drama right now. I’ve got more important things to worry about. First I need to charge my dead phone. I reach under my bed, digging around for my charger. There’s so much junk on the floor, it must be buried under the mountain of dirty clothes.

			Ya Ya keeps pushing it. “Well?”

			“I just need a little space right now.” I grab the charger and plug it into the wall. It feels like a million years before the screen lights up.

			“What do you mean ‘space’?”

			I quickly log onto Instagram and check my messages. On the screen, there’s the rooftop shot I posted today. My first photo. It’s already racked up a ton of likes. I’m sort of blown away. Why are they checking out my profile?

			Because they’re playing the game too.

			you’re so brave

			I scroll through the comments. Hundreds of people I’ve never met in real life, cheering me on to play the game.

			There’s a new message in my inbox. I click on it and stare at the words on the screen:

			ready to play?

			“Riley-Jane.”

			I glance up. “What?”

			“I’m trying to talk to you,” my gran says, raising her voice. “And you’re sitting here playing with your phone.” She snatches it out of my hand. “That’s enough. Say goodbye to this thing.”

			I lunge for it, but she’s too fast. “Just give me a chance, okay?”

			“You’ve had too many chances.” She’s shouting now. I’ve never seen my gran like this. “I don’t know you anymore,” she says, rubbing her eyes.

			“I’m sorry.”

			That’s all I can say.

			

			She marches out of the room.

			Ya Ya’s always judging me, but I’ll never be perfect enough. Maybe that’s why Mom dropped out of school and ran off with some guy. Big mistake. My mom had all these plans. Instead, she got stuck with me. 

			No doubt, my gran thinks I’m a mistake too.

			It really hurts. The fact that she doesn’t know me (whatever that’s supposed to mean). But aren’t we allowed to change? The cells inside our bodies are changing all the time. Same as the molecules floating in the Milky Way. The human body is like outer space. It’s actually sort of amazing, the way red blood cells spin inside us, the same as planets in the solar system.

			Someday we’ll program our bodies like computers. We just need to figure out how to talk to our cells. If I want a new leg, I’ll tell my cells to grow it. Too bad it’s never going to happen. We’re too busy figuring out other stuff. For example, how to fly billionaires into space.

			This isn’t the first time Ya Ya’s taken my phone away, but it’s never meant so much. I need to get online. What if I don’t answer that message before it’s too late? Didn’t Jayce say if I start playing the game, there’s no backing out?

			Even if I found a way to get online, I can’t post anything on Instagram. My phone’s the only camera I’ve got. Whatever stunt or dare I’m supposed to do next will have to wait until tomorrow.

			It’s still kind of early, but I pull the curtain over my window. Usually, I can’t fall asleep unless I turn off every lamp in the house. Even the moon-shaped nightlight plugged into the wall. Tonight I leave it on.

			I’ve never been scared of the dark. Why would I be afraid of something I can’t see? I already know what’s in my room. The dresser ringed with coffee stains. The crooked middle drawer. Inside it, my baby teeth floating in a Ziploc bag, safely hidden from the tooth fairy (as far as I could tell, she didn’t need them).

			I know what’s there.

			It’s the not-knowing that scares me.



	



			Dear Micah,

			1. Neil Armstrong was sixteen when he got his pilot’s license. He was flying planes before he learned how to drive. Pretty amazing, right? He had it all figured out. His future, I mean. Too bad my brain doesn’t work that way.

			
2. The universe is dying. It’s going to expand until it’s so big, there’s nothing left except emptiness. No stars. Just darkness. For some reason, this freaks me out more than anything.

			
3. Scientists talk about math like it’s the perfect answer, but it doesn’t explain everything. They think the earth’s about four billion years old, but they haven’t counted all the stars in our galaxy. They still haven’t figured out what happened before the Big Bang. To be honest, I’m sort of relieved. Nobody’s perfect all the time.

			That’s why I hope you forgive me.
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			Only Footprints

			The neon sign tilted above the highway—a rocket swooshing over king-sized letters: VACANT. The Satellite Hotel was trashed. Insta-worthy, no doubt. But I didn’t shred my favorite Levi’s on that barbed-wire fence to take selfies in the parking lot. Somehow I’d find a way to climb on the roof.

			I lifted my phone and snapped a couple pictures. If I could get high enough, I’d score an epic pic of the beach at night. Maybe this was it. The tallest building in Brevard County. And the shot that would finally go viral and make me Insta-famous.

			When I explored an abandoned place, I always walked around first. No telling what was hanging out in those empty rooms. Or who. The cops were the least of my problems. If a squatter felt like messing with me, it’s game over. I didn’t want to end up in a ditch with my head chopped off.

			As I snuck toward the back of the hotel, a shout boomed through the dark. I glanced up, startled. Then a boy darted past a window on the top floor. I crouched down and listened. More voices. So he wasn’t alone. I didn’t need him blowing my cover. This was going to be a lot harder than I thought.

			All the doors around the hotel were boarded up, the windows crisscrossed with masking tape. If I couldn’t find an easy entrance, I’d have to smash my way inside. Not the best option, believe me.

			Here’s why:

			There’s a rule with urbex: leave only footprints. I never stole anything from an explore. Never scribbled my name on a bathroom wall or grabbed any free souvenirs. One time, I found a bottle of Jack Daniel’s stashed in a fireplace. Totally full. I didn’t even pop it open. I always left everything exactly the way I found it.

			I didn’t want to bust a window. Is that how the boys got in? I kept walking toward the front entrance and sure enough, there it was. The glass bristling from the ledge was jagged. Almost toothy. I grabbed a rock and chipped away at the slivers. When it looked safe enough, I pulled myself up and over.

			My boots hit the floor with a thud. I could hear the boys yelling upstairs. No time to deal with them. Maybe I should’ve bailed on that hotel, but I couldn’t miss out on this picture. Sometimes the most amazing spots got bulldozed so fast, it was like they never existed.

			The hallway reeked of piss and moldy carpet. I should’ve brought my gas mask. A bandana would do for now. I knotted it across my face and started circling around, checking things out. My flashlight barely made a dent in the bone-crushing blackness. Just enough to brighten the Christmas tree tipped against a wall, its branches sleek with tinsel.

			I turned a corner and voilà. The stairs. Back in the day, those railings must’ve shined like gold. I traced my finger along the banister, the edges studded with tiny moons and stars. Too bad I wasn’t born a hundred years ago. It seemed like people really used to care about things. Small details, I mean.

			Not everybody cares about small details. The top steps were splattered with tags—WRECK LESS. The swollen capital letters dribbled down the stairs, along with the usual swarm of felt-tipped penises. Why did guys always draw crap like that? Seriously. What’s it supposed to do? Scare me?

			A clatter jolted me back to earth. Somebody shaking a spray can. So the boys were upstairs, squirting crappy graffiti all over the place. I could smell it now, a metallic stink threading the air. This really sucked. I had to sneak past them and find the roof before they destroyed everything.

			I pounded upstairs.

			When I reached the first floor, the smell grew stronger. They weren’t too far away. A flashlight swooped across the wall and I ducked down, holding my breath. I waited for half a second, then raced into the nearest bedroom.

			Everything was perfect. The rose-infested wallpaper. The curtains knotted with velvety coils of rope. No spray paint. Not even a pillow tossed on the floor. But in the middle of the bed, a thick brownish stain, as if some long-ago guest had been clubbed to death with a hammer.

			Worth a few thousand likes, I’d bet.

			I circled the room with my flashlight, searching for the best angle. I figured I could get a better shot from up high, so I climbed onto the dresser.

			Bad idea.

			Okay. I admit it. I was sketched out. My fingers were slick with sweat. When I finally hauled myself up on the dresser, my phone slipped and thudded on the floor. How could I be so stupid? The boys probably heard it too. No, they definitely heard it. Because someone was walking toward the bedroom, their footsteps thumping across the hardwood floors.

			I jumped off and started looking around, sweeping my flashlight back and forth. Where the hell was my phone? Nothing under the bed except a plastic box about the size of a bar of soap. The words concentrated to kill floated above a skull and crossbones. Sleep tight, mice.

			“Hello?” somebody called out.

			The door banged open and a boy marched into the room, holding up his own phone. Spray can in hand. Camo jacket and cut-offs. He didn’t even have proper shoes. His sneakers were inked with doodles—skeletons with ice pick teeth. Yeah, his custom Vans were pretty epic, but let’s be real. Sneakers and broken glass are a bad combo.

			I sat up and beamed my flashlight at him.

			“Are you a ghost?” he asked, shielding his face with his hands. He looked even more surprised than me.

			“Ghosts can’t talk.”

			He shrugged. “I don’t know. Never met one before.”

			

			“Me neither.” For some reason, I started coughing. I mean a full-on cough attack. Then I tugged down my bandana and he sort of jumped backward, like I was dangerous. I just needed to breathe. At this point, I was sweating hardcore.

			“You’re a girl,” he said, blinking.

			“Last time I checked.”

			Now it was his turn to laugh. I guess it’s pretty easy to get freaked out when you’re stumbling through an abandoned place alone in the dark. But he wasn’t alone. In fact, I was the one flying solo—an incredibly stupid move. If I got hurt, I was on my own. Nobody was coming to the rescue. Even the cops couldn’t get to this place fast enough. There’s always a chance I’d get hurt.

			Or somebody might try to hurt me.

			So yeah.

			Me and this kid were sizing each other up.

			“You taking pictures?” he asked.

			“Just exploring.” All I wanted to do was get on the roof and flood my Instagram with a ton of fresh new selfies, but the less he knew, the better.

			He reached up and scratched his frizzed-out curls. “Alone?” he said, his voice tilting into a question.

			I nodded. Obviously, I was alone. No use lying about it.

			“I’m Micah,” he said, sticking out his hand.

			“Riley.” I took hold of his grip, squeezing hard. He better not get any ideas. I was pretty sure I’d seen him at school, but my school’s so freaking big, it’s easy to fade into the background. At least, easy for this girl. “You go to Luna Heights, right?”

			“Unfortunately. You too?”

			Again, I nodded. You’d think my freaking head would snap off. Still, I’d rather keep quiet than open my big fat mouth. I knew Micah Skinner, but he didn’t know me.

			At school I was invisible.

			Online, I was Insta-famous.

			Micah Skinner could’ve been a YouTube star with a million subscribers. I mean, if you’re that hot, you should make money off it, right? As far as I knew, he didn’t have a YouTube channel, but if he did, he’d probably upload Call of Duty live streams. Or something equally boring like those “unboxing” videos where people brag about their new GoPros.

			Micah gawked at my boots. “Nice kicks.”

			“You might want to ditch the skate shoes next time,” I told him. “Unless your tetanus shots are up to date.”

			He glanced down at his mud-stained Vans. “Wanna trade?”

			“No thanks.” I’d saved over a hundred bucks for a waterproof pair of men’s Timberlands. If this kid was thinking about stealing my boots, he’d regret it.

			“Bet we’re the same size.” He grinned.

			Go ahead and laugh. I know my feet are freaking huge. Almost flipper-like. Add it to my never-ending list of tall-girl problems.

			“If you get near my Timbs,” I said, taking out my stupid pocketknife, “I’ll slash your arm off.”

			“Hold up.” He raised his hands in defense. “Only kidding, okay?”

			My cue to leave, but I wasn’t taking off without my phone. I still had a ton of photos that I didn’t post yet. Now what was I supposed to do? I figured Micah was some rich kid from Merritt Island. He had decent shoes. His teeth were perfectly straight like the fake people in magazines. Okay, he was super cute. As far as I could tell, he was exploring this place for fun. No ulterior motive.

			I slipped the knife in my combat bag. When I looked down, there was my stupid phone a couple feet away from us. Under the bed, of course.

			Micah was watching me the whole time. “You know,” he said carefully. “It’s sort of impossible to chop somebody’s arm with a pocketknife.”

			“Small details,” I said, edging my way toward the four-poster.

			“Maybe a thumb,” he added.

			This kid was really pissing me off.

			“Hey,” he said. “Want to go to the roof?”

			

			I blinked. “For real?”

			“We’ve got a fire going.”

			“Who’s ‘we’?”

			“My boy, Lucas.”

			So that’s the kid I’d spotted earlier.

			What the hell were they thinking? A fire could get out of control so easily. I mean for real. The whole place could go down in flames.

			He shrugged. “And we got beer.”

			Yeah, what could possibly go wrong? A bunch of guys from Luna Heights, knocking back forties and burning stuff on the roof.

			I slid my foot under the bed. When my toes bumped against the phone, I dragged it toward me and scooped it up. “So you got roof access?”

			“Easy,” he said.

			The phone was warm in my hands, the screen webbed with cracks. I shoved it in my pocket. “Show me how to get there.”

			

			The rooftop had a sweet view of the beach. Up high, you couldn’t see the boardwalk, its missing planks and graffiti-infested stairs. Or smell the dead fish that washed to shore in the red tide. All I could see was water. 

			Lucas was the skinny kid with the reddish-brown crew cut. He was in high tops and a ripped Obey Giant tee. Sort of jittery and talking way too loud. He skated across the roof at breakneck speed, then tipped his board over the edge. For a second, I thought he was going to fall, but he jumped backward and landed right in front of me. Yeah, I was kind of impressed.

			“Who’s the girl?” He jerked his head in my direction.

			“She’s cool.” Micah crossed his arms. Right away I sensed a heaviness between them. And I didn’t want any part of it.

			Lucas gawked at me. “You got a TikTok?”

			“I like Instagram better.”

			“You won’t make money off that,” he snapped.

			

			“And you do?”

			“Sure.”

			“How many followers?”

			He shrugged. “Look me up and find out.”

			“And you’ve got promo?”

			“Yeah, I’ve got tons of promo.”

			“What brands?”

			“You don’t skate,” he said. “So you wouldn’t know.”

			Right.

			Lucas stood away from me, quiet and still in his baggy jeans. He was older than us and I got the feeling Micah looked up to him. I didn’t like the way he was watching me. He totally creeped me out.

			The boys had built a makeshift ramp out of plywood. I guess Lucas was into posting skate tricks on TikTok. That stuff was okay, I guess. Kind of boring after a while. He was obviously trying to set the mood. The graffiti splattered across the roof. A fire in a rusty barrel. They might as well have set off flares. No doubt, you could spot it from the highway below. I wanted to scream at these idiots. Go ahead. Tell every cop in Brevard County where we’re at.

			On the other hand, they’d brought some pretty impressive gear—a digital camera and tripod with bendable legs. They even had a drone. Not the most expensive you could buy. But come on. I’d kill for a drone.

			“Does it take pictures?” I asked. “Stills. Not just video.”

			“Sure,” said Micah. “Want to try it out?” 

			I scooped it up in both hands. The drone looked like an oversized wasp from outer space. I half-expected it to start talking. What would it say? Take me to your leader. Micah passed me his phone, which was mounted into a remote control thing with tiny joysticks. Almost like playing a video game. 

			“Sweet,” I muttered.

			“Go ahead,” he said, pushing a button. “Let her rip.”

			The drone’s propellers buzzed and whined, throwing off gusts of wind so strong, my T-shirt flapped in the breeze. Then it shot up straight into the air. Micah showed me how the app worked. He was super chill about it. Not mansplaining or trying to act like Mr. Expert.

			I squinted at the horizon. The drone was a speck floating above us. A bug on a windshield. Yeah, I was a super nervous. It seemed like it might fall out of the sky and smash into a million high-tech pieces. Yet it didn’t fall.

			After a minute, I couldn’t see it anymore.

			“Did it get lost?” I was sort of freaking out.

			“You’re doing good,” he said. “No worries. It knows we’re here. Just tell it to come home.” He pushed another button. Sure enough, I heard the drone’s whine before I even saw it in the sky. It was hanging above us all along.

			Then it started beeping.

			Maybe I did break it.

			He squinted at the sky. “Battery’s almost out. It’s only got a couple minutes left.”

			I looked at him. “Can you take a quick picture of me?”

			“Sure. You should stand on that thing.” He pointed at a chimney jutting out of the roof. 

			I was already fast-walking over there.

			“Wait,” he called out. “Just kidding.”

			Yeah, but I wasn’t.

			I grabbed hold and yanked myself up. One false move and I’d fall straight through the chimney to the bottom—all five stories. The bricks were old, the edges blackened and smeared.

			“You daredevil girl,” Micah said, racing after me.

			“Hurry up and take the freaking picture.” I stood on one leg, flamingo-style. I couldn’t hold this pose forever.

			“No. Seriously.” He wasn’t listening. “Please don’t fall.”

			“Do it,” I shouted at him. “But don’t show my face.” God, I almost forgot to pull up my bandana. Maybe he already took a picture. Whatever. I wasn’t going to post all of them. Only the best shot.

			Micah was frantically pushing buttons. The wasp-like hum of the drone was louder now. I looked up and there it was, hovering overhead.

			“Can you move it lower?” I yelled. My arms were swaying, but I kept my gaze pinned on the beach in the distance. 

			“You’re set,” he said, gawking at his phone. I seriously couldn’t wait to see how the pics turned out.

			“So how does it look?”

			He shrugged. “It’s okay.”

			“Okay?”

			“I mean, it’s decent. But it could be better.”

			What?

			I was seriously about to lose it. “Better how?”

			“You should jump.”

			“Jump off?”

			“No,” he said carefully. “Jump in the air.”

			As much as I hated to admit it, he was right. Action shots always scored the most likes. Bonus points if you upped the danger factor. But if I jumped and missed my landing on the narrow edge of that chimney, it was a long way down.

			I closed my eyes and sucked in a breath. This was scary as hell, but I needed that picture. Ya Ya could finally leave that crappy job and bust out of here. No more begging for rides from Shug. Goodbye Winn-Dixie coupons and two-for-one cans of tuna. I’d never have to eat that garbage again.

			“Count to three,” I told him.

			Micah opened his mouth, ready to say no. But he could tell I wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

			“One,” he said, lifting his phone.

			I steadied my balance, rocking my weight back and forth on that narrow ledge. The chimney was super old. Maybe it couldn’t hold the force of my jump. Bits of brick crumbled beneath my boots and pinged far below.

			“Two.”

			Slowly I crouched down. No turning back now. I swallowed hard and locked my gaze on the horizon.

			“Three,” he called out.

			I pushed up into the air.

			

			All the fear inside me faded away. Nothing but the sweet rush of adrenaline pumping through me like lava. In the distance, the boys were shouting, but I couldn’t really hear them. I crashed back to earth, pain zinging through my knees, and then it was over.

			The drone swung back around, its propellers whirring. I waved to it like an old friend. The boys were racing across the roof, slapping high fives and whooping it up like we’d just won the Florida Lotto.

			“Daredevil girl.” Micah shook his head.

			I squatted on the edge of the chimney. Swung my legs over and slid off. I hit the roof with a thud and fell forward, slamming my hands out in front of me. Then I got up and brushed the dirt off my jeans.

			“Let’s see those pictures.”

			

			Micah’s idea was good. Really good. I couldn’t wait to post those shots online. I grabbed my phone and quickly logged onto Instagram.

			“Whoa,” he said, looking over my shoulder. “You’ve got a lot of followers. Seriously. You’re like, on another level.”

			“And more soon,” I told him. “Can you send me the best shot?”

			“Okay,” he said. “But my battery’s about to die.”

			“Then make it fast.”

			When he showed me the pictures, my heart sank. Most were out of focus. In a few shots, I wasn’t even in the frame. I dragged my thumb across the screen, desperately searching.

			“Oh man,” he said. “This sucks so bad.”

			“Hold on.” I scrolled down a little further.

			And there it was.

			The money shot.

			In the picture, I’m floating between the roof and sky. The drone’s eye view added the sweet effect of superhero height. Why didn’t I try this before? Well, I couldn’t buy a stupid drone, for one thing.

			“Any good?”

			“More than good.” I clicked through the pictures. If I didn’t post something now, I’d lose my chance. Maybe I’d never see these boys again.

			Micah whistled. “That took guts. Hey, maybe we should collab.”

			“Huh?” I was barely listening.

			“Team up,” he said.

			I shook my head. “I work alone.”

			“Same. But we could help each other.”

			Help each other?

			“How?”

			“Trade locations. Set up the shots.”

			Locations were sacred. I never shared my spots with anybody. If too many people figured out where I took my pictures, they would show up and ruin everything. I’d heard about idiots trashing abandoned houses just for fun. This mansion up in Baltimore? A bunch of kids burned the whole place to the ground.

			Micah was my competition.

			Not my friend.

			“Do you have a Patreon?” he asked.

			“No.” I felt kind of stupid for admitting this little detail. “Isn’t that just for rich people trying to sell face creams and shit?”

			“Anybody can have one.”

			“Do you?”

			He grinned. “Of course.”

			“And followers pay money to watch your videos?”

			“All the time.”

			Shit.

			I should be doing that.

			“If you help me with a shoot, I’ll split the money with you.”

			“For real?”

			He was still pushing it. “Think about it. You could even borrow my drone.”

			Well, he did have a lot of nice stuff.

			“Are you making real money?” I asked.

			“Of course.”

			“So you’ll pay me? Is that how it works?”

			“Nah, you won’t get money off me,” he said. “It will come from the brands.”

			This is what I’d been hoping for. So far, the brands weren’t following me online. But if I teamed up with Micah, I might actually score more followers. Not just fans. The big money makers.

			“Deal.” I stuck out my hand. “But on one condition.”

			“What’s that?”

			“It’s just us. Don’t share with anybody else. And if we post a pic from the same location, it has to look different.”

			“Sure. That works.”

			Lucas was watching us the whole time. He kept circling the roof, sniffing around like a stray dog.

			“You,” he said, walking up to me. “Think you’re something special?”

			I looked at him. “What did you say?”

			“You heard me.”

			God, what was his problem? I quickly scrolled through the pictures on Micah’s phone. The battery was down to one bar. I had to move fast.

			Micah pushed him away. “Just chill. Leave her alone.”

			“Oh, I get it. You’re into her?”

			“I said leave her alone.”

			Now I was starting to panic. I stared at his phone, trying to make up my mind, and then the screen blinked out. I punched the home button. No dice.

			Micah shook his head. “Told you it was out of juice,” he said, snatching it from me.

			Lucas scraped out a laugh. “So freaking stupid.”

			I’d lost my chance. All because of this idiot. That picture was amazing. Probably the best I’d ever taken. The rooftop at night. The drone’s eye view of my superhero jump. Why didn’t I just pick one?

			“No worries,” Micah said. “I’ll text you later.”

			“Yeah?” I wasn’t sure if I could trust him. “Promise you’ll delete those pictures off your phone.”

			“Why? Are you a Russian spy or something?”

			“Just delete them, okay?”

			I took off running.

			“Hey, Supergirl,” Micah shouted, but I was already racing down the stairs.

			Soon I’d be raking in some real cash. A new set of wheels for my gran. Ditch that broken-down old Chevy. Maybe we’d roll up to Merritt Island in a sweet ride with AC and a big-ass stereo. And for me? A real camera at last.

			Micah was going to help me make it happen,

			My Instagram was going viral.

			It was only a matter of time.
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			Twenty-First Century

			The marina’s usually packed during the summer. Lately, it’s been mega quiet. The algae bloom’s messed up the water. Shug still takes the boat out, even if nobody shows up. He always tries to drag me along, but I tell him no thanks. I’m not a fan of awkward silence, which happens to be his special talent.

			While he’s off sailing in circles, I keep an eye out for Jayce. He probably thinks I ditched him because my phone’s out of action. I step past the docks, sweating in the late afternoon sun. Where the hell is he?

			A lady pops out of the Bait and Tackle, carrying a fishing pole. She flops down on a bench and tugs the straps on her tank top. She better toss whatever she catches. If she can find something that isn’t dead yet.

			Micah used to score bottle rockets from the Bait and Tackle. You could buy a pound of nightcrawlers in a plastic bucket. Little baggies of Go-Pillz to “enhance” your mood. Fun packs of foot-long sizzlers. We’d set them off in the field near the marina. One time, I clenched a Roman candle between my teeth while he lit a match. Not the smartest move, but he dared me.

			I still can’t believe he’s gone.

			“Riley,” someone calls out.

			When Jayce spots me walking past the fishing nets, he hustles over. He even sounds like his brother. I mean, for a second I thought Micah was shouting my name. That’s the weirdest part.

			“Seriously. I tried to call you a million times,” he says, tugging off his headphones.

			“My gran took my phone away.” I’m super embarrassed, but there’s no use lying about it. “I haven’t been online since last night.”

			“So you didn’t get the next challenge?”

			“Not yet.”

			“Then let’s go,” he says.

			“Where?”

			“Anywhere,” he said. “You know someplace I can charge my phone?”

			I glance back at the docks. Shug’s boat is parked in its usual spot, the sails rolled at the bottom of the mast. He must’ve given up and gone out to lunch. 

			“Yeah, I know a place.”

			

			Jayce inches his way down the ladder, squinting against the darkness. Below deck it’s like a secret world. I’m right behind him, arms aching as I lower myself down the rungs. Shug’s got everything he needs for the ultimate man cave. A mini fridge stacked with cans of Natty Ice. Stereo built into the wood-paneled walls. Leather couch so nap-worthy, you’d snooze until high tide (how did he drag that thing in here?).

			Jayce plugs his phone into the charger. A few seconds later, it glows to life. “What’s your Instagram password?”

			I whisper the string of letters and numbers.

			He frowns. “It’s not working. Do you change it a lot?”

			“I never change it.”

			“That’s probably not a smart idea.”

			“But I always remember it.”

			“Except now.”

			“I’ve had this Instagram for over a year. I’m not going to forget the stupid password.”

			“Hold on,” he says, glancing up. “You mean Bad Altitude or whatever it’s called?”

			Shit.

			Did I just mix up my profiles?

			Yeah, I did.

			There’s no use lying.

			I’ve been lying pretty much all the time.

			

			“That’s right,” I mumble.

			“Unbelievable.” He shakes his head. “I thought you deleted that profile.”

			“You don’t understand, okay? My Instagram is, like, my entire universe. I’ve worked so hard on it.”

			“But you promised,” he snaps.

			“I’m really sorry.”

			“So delete it now.”

			“I can’t.”

			Jayce holds out his phone. “Are you serious or not?”

			“Twenty-eight thousand followers.”

			“And that’s the problem. Someone’s going to figure out it’s you, Riley. You can’t let them know you’re playing the game.”

			“But nobody knows.”

			“They will.”

			I’m in tears now. “I can’t delete Bad Altitude.”

			I just can’t.

			The phone is warm in my hand. On the screen is my profile pic—a face masked by a bandana dotted with skulls.

			Your activity

			Follow and invite friends

			Notifications

			“There’s no way to erase the profile,” I tell him.

			He squints at the screen. “Can’t do it on your phone,” he says. “You have to use a desktop.”

			Shug’s got a dusty grape-purple Mac, the kind with a see-through case and a slot for loading CDs. A long time ago, it must’ve looked futuristic. Now it’s the oldest thing on this boat.

			“Does it even have internet?”

			“Let’s find out,” he says, untangling the cord. “I bet it has a modem or whatever, but it should work.” He pushes a button and the computer’s engine revs to life.

			I wince. “Is it supposed to make that noise?”

			The monitor crackles and glows with a dull, washed-out tint. A smiley face pops up on the screen, along with a clump of little boxes. After what seems like forever, we’re online. There’s something weird about Google’s homepage. Almost like it’s been squashed. I type in a search for Instagram and once again, we wait.

			Jayce smacks the monitor. “Come on, you piece of junk,” he says, as if it can actually hear him.

			“I don’t think it has voice recognition.”

			“Is it still loading?”

			“Maybe it crashed. I mean, this is time travel. We’re trying to force the twenty-first century on a ’90s machine.”

			The monitor flickers. I can actually hear it chugging away. Then it goes quiet. Nothing’s on the screen. No spinning “beach ball of death.” Or page not found. All the light in the room drains out.

			We sit there in the dark.

			Not gonna lie. I kind of wish that computer’s dead. All the work I put into my secret Insta. Thousands of followers. The chance to make some real money. Then me and Ya Ya could finally bust out of this dump.

			I was so close.

			I can’t lose everything.

			The walls brighten as the monitor flashes and blinks. I have to give that old computer props. I didn’t think it was going to survive.

			“Finally,” Jayce says, leaning closer. “Okay Bad Altitude. Now sign in.”

			I stare at the floor.

			He nudges me. “You chicken out?”

			“Hell no.”

			Riley-Jane Kolek doesn’t chicken out.

			I log onto Instagram. All my latest pictures pop up and I scroll one last time through the grid. The drone’s eye view of the rooftop. And my final picture on that roller coaster. It took over a year to rack up thousands of followers, but it only takes seconds to throw it all away.

			Please confirm your password

			

			My stomach clenches as I type out the string of letters and numbers. 

			Are you sure you want to delete your account?

			A couple of clicks and it’s gone. All the likes. The pictures that almost got me locked up. Or killed. Water towers and mosquito-infested warehouses. The broken spaces left abandoned until I brought them to life with a picture.

			Gone.

			

			The computer glows, etching shadows across my hands. I grab the mouse and scroll through my new Instagram, the one I created yesterday for the game. Bad Altitude has been deleted. This is my identity now. At the top is an icon shaped like a cartoon talk box. When I click it, a message pops up.

			YOUR NEXT CHALLENGE: PAIN

			…burn a mark into your arm…

			I shiver.

			Jayce leans over my shoulder. “When did they send this message?”

			“Last night.”

			“So we don’t have much time.”

			The trap door above us flings open, spilling light across the wall. Shug heaves himself down the ladder, whistling like it’s no big deal I’m here in the dark, alone with a boy. Not just any boy. Micah’s brother.

			Jayce grabs my hand and slips something into it.

			His phone.

			I cram it in my pocket.

			Shug blinks. “Didn’t know we had company.” He stares at Jayce, then says, “Tour’s thirty bucks an hour.” 

			Is he serious?

			 When he laughs, I’m sort of relieved and pissed off at the same time. 

			“I have to go,” Jayce mutters.

			

			“Sure you don’t want a tour?” Shug crosses his arms, as if he’s enjoying the show.

			Jayce shuffles next to me, dragging his feet. When he brushes past, he leans in close and whispers, “Fortune.” What’s that supposed to mean?

			Four twos.

			The code for his phone.

			My fingers are itching to reach for it, but I’ll wait until I’m alone. When the sun goes down, I won’t be cruising on the river. I’ll be trapped on this boat, helping Shug pack up his fishing gear, watching the tide as the clock ticks away, counting off the seconds until I hold a match against my skin.
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			Rails

			“Hey, Supergirl. Are we doing this or what?” Micah stood in the middle of the train tracks. “The sun’s going down soon.” I’d already told him about Golden Hour, that moment when the light begins to drizzle away, and why it’s the best time to take pictures, when the tint cranks up on the entire world.

			He was in baggy jeans and a camo T-shirt, the kind that blends in with sand dunes in the desert. No sand dunes around here, but tons of Insta-worthy views. Over the past couple days, he’d showed me so many cool photo spots, I couldn’t post it all. He was sort of my location scout.

			“Hey yourself,” I said, looking up at him. Yeah, he was kind of a weirdo, but also really hot. Not to mention, taller than me. A major bonus. “Did you actually walk here?” Unless he had magic powers, it was like he’d dropped from the sky.

			He jerked his thumb at the field, where a billboard towered above the weeds—a girl in a white dress, walking across the beach at sunset. Above the ocean, a rocket popped off like a cork. The paint was sun-stripped, the corners so shredded, patches of sky burned through it. In my entire life, I’d never seen anybody wear a dress on the beach.

			Micah’s BMX was well-hidden, the checkered handlebars rising out of the tall grass like antelope horns. “The planet would be better off,” he was saying, “if people ditched their sick dependency on cars.” 

			“True. But it’s never going to happen.” I didn’t even have a driver’s license yet. We were always on our bikes, racing through traffic and pissing off drivers. One time, Micah grabbed onto this guy’s rear-view mirror and held on for, like, two miles. He had balls of steel.

			“Trains used to be the thing.” He scooped up a rock and tossed it across the rails. “Before we started knocking stuff down and building highways.”

			I stood away from the tracks. No sign of trains, but I didn’t feel like testing my luck. Somebody dumped a plastic water jug in the gravel, along with a pack of cigarettes—American Spirit. I guess they had to smoke and run.

			“These tracks aren’t abandoned, right?”

			“Not even close.” He pointed at the rails. “Check it out. Nice and shiny.”

			I glanced at the miles of steel. Sure enough, the tracks glinted in the late afternoon sun. So trains were still polishing it down, after all.

			“Ever hop a freight?” I asked.

			He shrugged. “Lots of times.”

			“For real?” I wasn’t sure if he was serious. “Can you show me how?”

			“No, you’re not stealing this location. We help each other. Remember?”

			Yeah, yeah.

			But this was too good a spot to miss.

			“What if we post different shots? It doesn’t have to look the same.”

			He thought about it. “Maybe.”

			“You’re backing out?”

			“Never.” Micah reached into his backpack and took out his digital camera. He had a lot of nice gear and, yeah, I was super jealous. “Want to bet I’ll score more followers than you?”

			“Don’t push it,” I muttered.

			Micah’s TikTok had maxed out at a thirty thousand. Not bad, yet there were plenty of TikTokers with double that following. Or triple. My Instagram wasn’t far behind. I couldn’t let him get ahead. 

			I used to follow this amazing girl, Freight Goddess. Her pics were unbelievable. She was big into train-surfing. I mean, this kid would climb the roof of a grainer and hop between the cars. One time, the crew forgot to lock the hatch and she tumbled onto the rails. When she tried to pull herself free, the next car thudded past and knocked her out cold. Then it sliced off her legs.

			If a boxcar slammed shut, it could smash you in half. Or you’d sweat to death inside, quietly suffocating in total darkness. The cars always locked from the outside. You propped them open with anything you could grab: a rail spike or a really big rock or maybe your sneakers.

			“That’s why you always find shoes on the tracks,” Micah told me. “Just one shoe, like the guy was chewed up and spit out.”

			I thought about Freight Goddess, her legs in the weeds. 

			“You scared?”

			“Not even close.” I walked onto the tracks. The light was perfect. Golden Hour. No time to waste. “So when’s the train coming?”

			

			We crouched in the field near the tracks. The sun was dipping below the pines. Still no train. Then a whistle pierced the breeze.

			Micah glanced at the horizon. “You ready, girl?”

			I nodded. “More than ready.” 

			After that epic rooftop selfie at the abandoned hotel, it didn’t take long to rack up new followers on Instagram. Thousands, actually. But it wasn’t enough. I needed fresh pics. The more dangerous, the better.

			When the freight thudded ahead of us, Micah took off running.

			“Go,” he yelled.

			My feet sprayed gravel as I pounded toward the rails. The freight was a grainer. I squinted at the wheels, but couldn’t count the bolts. That’s how you know it’s going too fast. If I fell, the cops would find my body shredded into bite-sized pieces.

			“We can’t make it,” I shouted.

			Micah was already racing ahead. He grabbed hold of the rungs and tugged himself up, then swung onto the narrow platform above the wheels. The freight was gaining speed. If I didn’t jump now, I’d miss my chance.

			When he stretched out his hand, I reached higher.

			I swung away from the ladder and jumped onto the platform between the train cars. We were going really fast now. I took out my phone. Time to post a quick selfie. My Insta was about to level up.

			“Watch out,” Micah hollered above the noise. “Don’t stand too close to the edge, okay? Unless you hold onto something first.”

			I almost felt like laughing. Micah Skinner was never careful. In fact, he was unzipping his backpack, getting ready to film his own death-defying stunt for TikTok. No skate tricks or stupid dares. This was a lot more risky. Almost like a video game in real life. Sure, we might get caught. But it was totally worth it.

			“The sun’s behind you,” I shouted. “You should turn around. The light’s really sweet right now.”

			“Whatever.” He wouldn’t listen. All he cared about was the danger factor, but that doesn’t mean your pics have to look like crap.

			“Help me out.” I passed him my phone. It’s sort of impossible to take a decent selfie. You know. If you’re trying not to fall off a freight train. The platform was rattling back and forth like crazy as I leaned over the edge.

			Micah’s eyes widened. “You want to get killed?”

			I slid my bandana over my face. “Just take the picture.”

			He lifted up my phone.

			When he handed it back, I was pissed. It didn’t look like anything was going on. Just me. Somewhere. The smear of pines whooshing over my head. You couldn’t even tell I was on a freaking train.

			“This isn’t working,” I told him.

			“Maybe you should do a video?”

			Video wasn’t my thing. I was more into pictures. The space between my camera and real life. I bet a scientist in the future will download all my pics online. Inject my memories into another girl’s body.

			Then I’d never die. 

			I deleted Micah’s blurry pics. Then I gave him my phone. This time I had a new idea. I held onto the skinny metal bar above the platform with one hand. Then I leaned over the wheels, stretching backward as far as I could go.

			“Come on,” I shouted. 

			Micah shook his head, as if he didn’t know what to do. I leaned out even further, lifting one foot off the platform. All I could see were the massive walls of the train sloping above me. A patch of sky torn with clouds. I wasn’t rooftopping this time, but it was the riskiest stunt I’d pulled off so far. It was so hardcore. I mean, it looked like I was floating above the rails.

			“Sweet,” I told him.

			“I seriously thought you were going to fall.”

			“Me? Never.”

			I logged onto Instagram and posted it right away.

			Seconds later, I was getting lots of comments.

			Unfortunately, not the type I needed.

			…sooo fake…

			…wtf is this garbage???…

			 …my 2 yr old sister could do better…

			I stared at the words below my picture. All those people hiding behind their screens. Trolls hating on Bad Altitude. God, it was so messed up. Micah could probably tell I wasn’t feeling it. He scooted down on the platform next to me.

			“So what happened?” he asked.

			“I failed.”

			“What do you mean ‘failed’?”

			“Look.” I held out my phone.

			He scrolled through my onslaught of hate. “This sucks. What the hell is their problem anyway?”

			“They think it’s fake.”

			The f-word.

			

			Yeah, it was the kiss of death.

			If I didn’t shut this down, it would spiral out of control. Think about it. Somebody starts trolling you. Then more people jump in. It wouldn’t take long before my Instagram morphed into a feeding frenzy.

			“Just delete it,” Micah said.

			I couldn’t get rid of that stupid train pic. If I deleted it off my feed, it would look like I was trying to hide something. I couldn’t afford to trash my reputation. Not after I’d worked so hard to build up my followers.

			“I won’t delete it,” I told him. “But I’m going to make sure everybody forgets it exists.”

			“How?”

			I stared at the pines whizzing past us. How many years did it take before they grew that tall? Probably longer than I’d been alive.

			“I’ll post something bigger,” I said, keeping my gaze on the trees.

			It will be the pic that goes viral.

			

			A few hours later, the train pulled into a freight yard. We must’ve been near the airport because the horizon was crisscrossed with planes. They soared above the tracks so close, I could almost pinch their wings out of the night sky.

			Micah didn’t want to hop off yet. He was scanning the yard for “bulls.” That’s what he called the railroad cops. I was starting to think that he’d actually done this before. When it looked safe, he whispered, “Go. Don’t stop for nothing, okay?”

			I didn’t plan on stopping.

			We raced toward a clump of straggly bushes. I was sweating hardcore, my skin crusted with grit. Micah grabbed a water bottle out of his backpack, but there wasn’t much left. It was definitely time to get out.

			If the airport was nearby, that meant we could grab a bus home. At least, that’s what I hoped. I’d wasted the entire day getting caught up in Micah’s stunt. Now I had to fix my Instagram before my reputation was totally wrecked.

			I took out my phone and scrolled through the comments. It was even worse now. I felt like tossing the stupid thing onto the tracks. Micah was checking his phone too. He was doing a lot better than me—almost a hundred new subscribers on his TikTok. But he didn’t look happy. That’s the weirdest part.

			“What’s wrong?” I asked.

			He shrugged. “No big deal.” In his hand, the phone glowed. He wasn’t looking at TikTok anymore. He was looking at Instagram. I didn’t think he posted on it that much. Then he crammed the phone back in his pocket. 

			“You’re right,” I told him. “Maybe I should’ve posted a video. I mean, that’s harder to fake, right?”

			“Maybe,” he said, but I could tell he wasn’t listening.

			Pictures aren’t supposed to lie. At least, that’s what people say. It’s easy to shape a lie with words. I should know. I’m an expert at it.

			Did Micah have a secret Instagram?

			That’s what I wanted to find out.

			“How many profiles do you have, anyway?” I asked.

			“More than one,” he said.

			Well, that was obvious. You needed more than one profile in order to keep things interesting. I had my personal Instagram for regular stuff. But I also had Bad Altitude. I’d heard about people making accounts just for practice. You know. Testing out what gets the most likes and followers.

			“So what’s up with Instagram?” I asked.

			“Huh?”

			“I just saw you looking at it.”

			He crammed the phone in his pocket. “That’s top secret.”

			“Come on.”

			“No, for real. I’ve been working on a new project.”

			“And you didn’t tell me?”

			“Why should I?”

			“Well, I thought we were partners in crime.”

			

			“We are.”

			“Then what’s this secret project?”

			He grinned. “Something that’s going to make me famous.”

			A flashlight swooped across the tracks and I held my breath. The cops were circling the freight. We waited until it plunged into the dark, the train cars thudding over the rails. Then we grabbed our backpacks and took off through the pines.

			

			We caught the bus to Titusville. I was totally wiped out, but we walked back to Harrison Street, where Micah had stashed our bikes in the weeds. I watched the traffic speed ahead. All those trucks headed somewhere that wasn’t here. It was about moving stuff from one place to another. Palm trees wrapped in garbage bags. Horses with long necks and braided tails.

			“I’m so screwed right now,” I told Micah.

			“Then fix it. You should post something tonight,” he said. “Before it’s too late.”

			“Yeah, but where? You’re the one with the good locations.”

			“Let me think about it.”

			I checked my phone again. More hate from my ever-growing mob of Instagram trolls (Did they ever quit?) and a lot of pissed-off texts from Ya Ya. No doubt, she was starting to get worried.

			“I need to get back soon,” I told him. “What about your mom? Does she get paranoid and stuff?”

			“My mom’s gone all the time,” he said, kicking the dirt. “She works down at the base near Cocoa Beach.”

			“Your mom’s in the Air Force? That’s pretty badass.”

			“Whatever. She just sits behind a desk all day. It’s not like she’s seen actual combat.”

			“You mean like your dad.”

			He didn’t say anything for a minute. It felt like I’d gone too far. Maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned his dad at all. When somebody dies, it’s like there’s some rule where you’re supposed to act like everything’s okay. 

			

			Obviously, Micah wasn’t okay.

			“Like I said,” he went on. “My mom doesn’t give a shit. What about yours? Is she chill?”

			Maybe he forgot that I live with my gran. I really didn’t want to talk about it. The less he knew, the better.

			“My mom’s gone a lot too.”

			“Yeah?” he said. “She works all the time?”

			“She’s at NASA.”

			Don’t ask why I came up with that.

			“For real?” Micah sounded kind of impressed.

			“My mom’s a scientist.”

			“No way. That’s, like, the coolest job ever.”

			I smiled. “Yeah, it is.”

			Believe me. Lying’s what I’m good at. Still, it didn’t really feel like a lie. I could almost imagine it. My mom working at NASA.

			When I stayed up too late and couldn’t sleep, my brain would sink into these dark places. I’d start thinking about my dad. What if I bumped into him on the street? Would he take one look at me and say, “Is that my kid?” Or would we walk right past each other without a freaking clue?

			I wasted too much time obsessing over this stuff.

			“We used to live on Merritt Island, but that was a million years ago,” he said, tugging at the bike. The checkered handlebars were tangled in creeper vines. He gave it another tug. “Ever been?”

			“Merritt Island?”

			“Yeah.” He yanked at the handlebars, digging his sneakers into the muck, but the wheels wouldn’t budge. “It’s not that far.”

			“So what? I figure it’s got the same beaches and stuff.”

			“Wrong.” He grabbed a fistful of scrub, pulling so hard, he stumbled backward. “The buildings are way taller.”

			“You mean like skyscrapers?”

			“Hotels. Big-ass condos.” He dragged the bike from the weeds, brushing off clumps of vine. “Construction everywhere.”

			

			In my head, I was already making plans. Me on the scaffolding of some fancy hotel, dangling from the highest crane with one hand. No doubt, I’d score a ton of new followers on Instagram.

			A rooftop wasn’t high enough.

			The construction crane above a rooftop?

			That’s the money shot.

			I mean, think about it. There’s plenty of people on Instagram taking pictures of abandoned factories and burned down hotels. My pics were decent, but it wasn’t enough. I had to pull off a stunt to break through the noise. And when it came to badass stunts, Micah Skinner was an expert.

			“So let’s go,” I said.

			He swung his leg over the bike. “Now?”

			“Yes now. We go to Merritt Island and find a rooftop.”

			“What are you thinking?” he asked.

			“Find a construction crane. Then I’m going to climb it.”

			“What? That’s way too dangerous.”

			“That’s the point.”

			“Have you ever done it before?”

			“No, but there’s always a first time. I’m going to score a ton of amazing pics and make it back before midnight.” 

			Not gonna lie. I was nervous as hell.

			I’d never been to Merritt Island.

			Or climbed a skyscraper.

			“Okay,” he said. “We’re doing this. But I’m taking my own videos too.”

			“Deal.”

			“You’re a cool girl, Riley,” he said, as if he couldn’t quite see me, as if I was someplace far away. Then he took off on his bike. He zigzagged down Harrison Street at full speed. All I heard was the squeak of his BMX wheels and the tree frogs barking in the oaks.

		

	
		
			10

			First Lift

			“Is he always like that?” Shug lights up a blunt as we pull out of the marina’s parking lot. Yeah, my gran’s boyfriend smokes weed. He says it’s for his bad back. It must be working because he had no problem dragging his big-ass La-Z-Boy into our living room.

			“Always like what?” I figure he’s going to let me have it. Guilt trip me about Jayce showing up on the boat.

			“So you two are friends now.”

			“You could say that.”

			“Just did.” Shug squints at the traffic ahead of us. “Must be hard for the boy. His brother’s face has been on TV for weeks.”

			I turn away from the window. “It’s not like anybody watches the news.”

			“Is that right?”

			“They don’t read newspapers, either. I mean, seriously. You just go online and see what’s trending.”

			“I’ll tell you what’s trending,” he says. “People always trying to make a buck.”

			A motorcycle weaves through the gridlock, as if the laws of traffic don’t apply to dudes in leather jackets.

			“Could we go a little slower?” I mutter.

			“Sure thing.” Shug buzzes down the window. Then he sticks out his hand and flips off Mr. Biker Dude.

			I’m laughing hardcore. The look on the guy’s face.

			Maybe Shug’s not so bad.

			He takes a drag on the blunt. “You hungry?”

			I nod.

			“Been a long week for you.”

			

			I nod again.

			“Then we should go someplace.”

			“You mean takeout?”

			“Nah,” he says. “A real place.”

			This is sort of awkward. I don’t want to sit across from Shug at a table like he’s my actual dad or whatever. Besides. I’m running out of time and I need to post another picture before it’s too late.

			When I don’t say anything, he smirks.

			“How about a place that’s got triple deckers?”

			“And ranch fries?” 

			“All triple deckers come with fries,” he says. “Free of charge.”

			Well, I can’t argue with that.

			

			Shug’s idea of a real place is the diner off US 1. The sign in the parking lot says, GET YOUR FIRST LIFT above a rocket blasting out of a coffee cup. A faded poster of a NASA rocket droops near the cash register, along with a tiny American flag sticking out of a dead plant.

			I walk past the row of booths. The diner’s packed with guys in trucker hats snarfing down their early bird specials. Everybody stares as I sort of flump into a seat in the back. It’s super annoying, but I can’t stop them from looking. Just because you’re a hundred years old, it doesn’t mean you get a jerk pass.

			“Want to sit somewhere else?” Shug asks.

			“It’s okay.” The dust-encrusted blinds are barely shielding me from the sun. I’m already sweating. Maybe that triple-decker isn’t worth it. I don’t have time for this anyway. I need to get online.

			The waitress shuffles over to us. She’s so busy dumping ice in my glass, she doesn’t notice me at first. Then she glances at my face and she’s so freaked out, she sloshes water all over the table. Yeah, it’s me. The girl on TV.

			“Oh my god,” she says, scooping up ice cubes. “I’m really sorry about that.” She slides a fork across from me.

			

			“It’s okay,” I tell her, but I can’t stand when silverware touches the table. You never know what kind of germs are hanging out there. 

			“You want coffee, hon?” she mumbles at Shug. Actually, she’s the one who needs it. Her eyes are smeared with dark circles or mascara or both, and her hair is yanked into a bun, clamped in place with one of those bear claw-type clips.

			“Fill ’er up,” he says, flipping over the plastic menu.

			“Leaded or unleaded?”

			“Go full throttle.”

			“How about you, sweetie?” She fake-smiles at me. The nametag pinned to her apron says, Carol Anne. In her front pocket, she’s got all kinds of stuff. Pencils. A notebook plastered with teddy bear stickers.

			And matches.

			“Water’s fine, thanks.”

			Carol Anne swishes away, heading for a table up front. She marches past the cash register. Sure enough, there’s a fishbowl crammed with matchbooks.

			I slide out of the booth.

			Shug glances up from his menu. “You in a rush?”

			“Going to the loo.”

			He actually looks sort of embarrassed. I mean, it’s no secret that girls hear the call of nature, same as boys. Maybe he’d be surprised if I coughed up a loogie. Or sneezed. Right now my main agenda is getting away from him.

			I move past the cash register, where Carol Anne’s talking to this guy in a puffy jacket and knit cap. It’s probably a hundred degrees, but he’s geared up for snowboarding.

			“The brother? He still comes around here,” she whispers.

			It’s pretty obvious she’s talking about the Skinners.

			My head is throbbing as I dig inside the bowl and scoop out a matchbook stamped with gold letters—TITUSVILLE, FL—and like everything else in Brevard County, it’s decorated with cartoon rockets.

			Carol Anne turns around. “Can I help you?” she says, scratching her neck. It doesn’t sound like she really wants to help.

			“Where’s the restroom at?”

			She stares at the matches in my fist. No doubt, she thinks I’m going to light up a cigarette as soon as I lock the door. “Ladies’ room’s on the left.”

			As I step away from the counter, I can feel her eyes lasering into my back. She’s talking to that guy again, her raspy voice cutting through that crap music they always blast on the radio.

			“It’s a shame,” she says.

			This time I know she’s talking about me.

			

			The bathroom’s so small, I almost bump my head as I step inside. Tall girl problems strike again. It’s just one room with a sink bolted to the floor. I reach in my combat bag and find Jayce’s phone. Then I take a deep breath and punch in his code:

			two two two two

			The screen blinks to life. I’ve never unlocked somebody else’s phone before. Jayce has a ton of apps. Spotify. Twitter/X. Games like Walking Dead and puzzles where you blast through endless mazes of balloons.

			Okay, I’m snooping.

			I click on PHOTOS. At the bottom of the screen is an album for JETTY PARK. When I open it, a girl’s face pops up. She’s smiling real big, her reddish-brown hair flung over her shoulder like a sash. I don’t think she goes to my school, but she seems kind of familiar and I’m not sure why.

			Is she Jayce’s girlfriend?

			When I click on the next photo, my throat tightens. It’s Micah standing on the boardwalk. I bet he was taking pictures on the beach. He looks so chill. So different from the “troubled boy” they were talking about on the news. 

			I stare at that picture for a long time. It’s hard to believe he’s not here anymore. He’s not pulling off crazy stunts. Or kissing me on a rooftop. If it’s true that nothing’s really destroyed, then he can’t be gone. His molecules are floating around somewhere. Maybe they trickled into the air I’m breathing now.

			He can’t not exist.

			I click out of Jayce’s photos and log onto Instagram. Jayce has his own profile, of course, but it looks like he hardly ever uses it. The last photo he posted was months ago, long before all of this happened. A Halloween party. He’s in a Superman tee, hanging out on a porch with his brother. And there’s that girl again. She’s looking straight at the camera. Her face is painted as if she’s unzipped her skin, peeling back a row of sharp teeth. Who is she? And why does she keep showing up on his phone?

			I keep searching until she shows up again. This time, she’s at the Moonlight drive-in—this burger place on Washington Ave. It’s super old-school. You sit in your car and a waitress strolls over with a tray of bacon doubles or whatever.

			In this picture, there’s a bunch of people crammed in the backseat—Jayce, Micah, and that other girl—and it seems like they’re having a blast. For some reason, there’s a kid slumped behind the wheel, but she doesn’t look old enough to drive. I’m guessing she’s in middle school. She’s the only one not smiling.

			The kid’s hunched in the driver’s seat, glaring at whoever snapped this awkwardly cropped pic. I give her props for the Nightmare Before Christmas beanie. In fact, I’ve got the same hat. I stopped wearing it last year. Don’t ask why.

			I could probably snoop through pictures all day, but I sign out and log back in with my own profile—the one I created for the game. I don’t have much time. Each challenge has to be finished before sundown and it’s getting late. The matches are right there in my pocket. I prop Jayce’s phone on the edge of the bathroom sink. The classic selfie.

			Here’s the deal. Pain doesn’t make me flinch. I broke my leg after falling off a roller coaster. Yet I’m freaking out about a stupid little match. 

			Come on. Let’s get it over with…

			

			As I strike the match and lift it against my arm, somebody’s jiggling the lock on the door. Can’t you see it’s closed? I squeeze my eyes shut like I’m five years old. If I can’t see the burn, maybe it won’t hurt.

			Wrong.

			It hurts like hell.

			I let out a yelp and stumble back against the wall. When I check my arm, it doesn’t look like I did anything. Only a small tea-colored bruise.

			Now I have to do it again.

			When I lift the match against my skin, I don’t scream. I bite my lip as the flame pops and sizzles. The pain is so intense, I almost black out. The lock jiggles back and forth. I lean against the bathroom door, as if my weight can keep it shut. Jayce’s phone is on the sink. I’m looking back at myself, the burn reddening against my skin. The camera blinks as it starts a countdown.

			three…two…one…

			A flash brightens the room.

			Shit.

			I forgot to turn it off.

			“Somebody in there?” a man’s voice calls out.

			“Hold on,” I shout.

			He’s pounding on the door like crazy. Guess there’s only one bathroom in this place. I grab the phone, switch off the flash and try again. The girl in that picture isn’t me. Not the face in the yearbook with mermaid hair. Or Bad Altitude, who climbed rooftops in search of the perfect shot.

			She’s gone now.

			I don’t have time to edit this picture. I mean, not like I usually do. No filters or special effects. I post it on Instagram exactly like it is.

			#free_the_horses

			I crank the faucet and splash my arm with cold water. Flush away the burned-out matches. Rub the sting from my eyes. When I crack open the door, there’s a guy waiting. He slams into me as I stumble against the wall. I push past him and fast-walk toward the booth where Shug’s stirring his coffee.

			“You all right?” he asks as I scoot onto the seat.

			“I’m okay.” The default answer for everything. That’s all people want to hear. Nobody really cares if you’re okay. They just want you to say it.

			“Well now, Birdie.” He rips open a packet of Splenda and dumps it in his mug. For some reason, he’s stirring it with a knife. “As far as I can see, you haven’t been okay for a while.”

			I lower my arm close to my side. The burn throbs, keeping time with my heart thud-thudding against my ribs. Only Ya Ya calls me Birdie. If Shug’s trying to sneak his way into my family, he better wise up.

			“I said I’m okay.”

			“You make your gran cry,” he says, stirring so fast, the knife clinks against his mug. 

			I’ve never seen Ya Ya cry.

			Not in my whole life.

			The waitress comes back and slides a plate in front of me. It’s heaped with fries and the biggest roast beef sammie ever. She even tucked a little paper cup of ranch on the side. But I really don’t feel like eating right now.

			“Need anything else, hon?” she asks.

			I grab hold of my water glass, letting the cold seep into my fingers. I grip it so tight, I can’t feel anything at all.

			“I’m good,” I tell her, but it isn’t true. No matter how hard I try to be good, I always mess up.

			“Let me know if you change your mind,” she says, walking away.

			If only I could.

			Shug doesn’t say a word. He just sips his coffee.

			The silence hangs between us.

			A burst of screamy music—drums pounding, guitars thrashing away—jolts me out of my trance. The music’s coming from my bag. Jayce’s phone. Is he calling me right now? I’m not even supposed to have a phone.

			Shug looks at me. “Want to turn that thing off?”

			I glance at the screen.

			MOM

			Jayce is probably calling from his house. I slide my finger across the screen. Sure enough, his voice crackles out.

			“I need to talk to you,” he says. “Now.”

			I get up and head for the door.

			Shug’s not having it. “Hold on, young lady,” he says, like he’s my dad. I’m already moving, but he reaches out and grabs hold of my shoulder. 

			“Don’t touch me,” I yell at him.

			Heads turn as I shove my weight against the door. Then I’m outside in the muggy air. I take out the phone and mumble into it.

			“Jayce?”

			He’s quiet on the other end. Finally, he says, “I’m done. For real. I’m not doing this anymore.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The game’s over,” he says.

			

			Some random thoughts on the Command Module

			When the astronauts landed on the moon, they left someone behind.

			Everybody talks about Neil Armstrong’s giant leap. They don’t talk about Mike Collins, the pilot who stayed in the command module, spinning around the moon all by himself, while Neil stabbed that flag into the dust. I wonder if Mike got lonely. Or was it peaceful up there, floating in the dark?

			Every time he swung away from planet Earth, he lost contact with NASA. He was totally on his own and couldn’t talk to anyone. What if something really bad happened? You can’t scream for help. Not when it’s just you and the stars and the endless noise churning inside your head.

			Mike was sort of like that dog, Laika, the Soviets blasted into space. Except he actually had a choice. Was he jealous of Buzz and Neil skipping across the lunar canyons like they weighed nothing? Maybe it was his only chance to be alone. Nobody bossing him around or telling him what to do. And if those guys walking on the moon had a problem—let’s say they really messed up—it was his job to make things right.

			If I got a letter from NASA (yeah, like that’s ever going to happen) and they begged me to volunteer to Mars, I’d say hell yes. I’d wake up every morning and salute our marbled blue earth pinned to the sky. I’d make sure to dump plenty of water on those space potatoes or whatever I’m supposed to grow.

			I wouldn’t make one mistake.

			On Mars, there’s no high-speed internet. The people back on Earth would forget about Riley-Jane Kolek. Everyone would finally leave me alone. They’d stop talking about the boy who fell from the roller coaster and the secret I can’t tell anyone.

			This is all my fault.
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			Money Shot

			The sun had gone down hours ago, but it wasn’t really dark. I’d lost my chance for an epic sunset. I’d have to settle for the dull glow of the night sky drenched in city lights. You’d never find the Big Dipper. Forget about shooting stars. I bet nobody makes wishes on Merritt Island. They probably don’t have to wish for anything.

			I was speeding down the causeway on my bike and passing all the cars. Everybody was going real fast, weaving in and out of traffic, and I had to keep up. God, I thought people drove like brain-dead rednecks on Cheney Highway. Trust me. This was a lot worse.

			“We need to get back soon, though,” I shouted at Micah. “My gran’s getting off work and she’s not going to be happy.” At this point, I was tired. Really tired. I wasn’t pushing the bike with my bare feet à la Fred Flintstone. It sure felt like it, though.

			I tried to lock my focus on the road, but like I said, everybody was hauling ass all over the place. Ahead of us, a big green sign said: BEACH EXIT. I figured that’s where we should be. Maybe the angels were talking again, sending me a message. Or maybe it was Bop Bop, chilling up in the clouds. But like I already told you a million times.

			I don’t believe in stuff like that.

			The ocean was close. So close, I could smell low tide. Still, I couldn’t find a way to get to the water. Every scrap of land was buried under hotels and big-ass condos.

			We were going in circles. At this point, I was sick of it. Then I spotted the construction crane towering against the night sky. A new skyscraper—even taller than the others. The crane was right there, waiting for me to climb it.

			Only one small problem.

			How?

			I steered into a vacant lot. Not exactly keeping it on the down low, but I didn’t have a choice. The block was crammed with high rises, their lights gleaming like portholes in a spaceship. We got off our bikes and headed toward the construction site. 

			Micah glanced at the weed-choked lot. The dirt sparkled with broken glass. “Think it’s safe to leave our bikes here?”

			“Nobody’s telling us we can’t.”

			“You daredevil girl,” he muttered, crushing a beer can under his sneaker. Natty Ice. It had rotted there so long, the label had flaked off like sunburned skin. “So how are you getting up there?”

			“Carefully.”

			I started walking around, scoping out the place for cops. The construction site reminded me of Mars. I mean, yeah. I’d never blasted off to the Red Planet. I bet it looked just as empty. No sign of human life. When the ice caps finally melted, this was our future earth—a dump with a view of the ocean.

			A plywood fence surrounded the entire block. Not good for climbing, in case you haven’t guessed. The planks were tagged with graffiti, along with signs warning: DANGER! HARD HAT AREA. I figured a security guard was lurking somewhere. Every couple of seconds, a car whooshed past and I flinched.

			At the end of the block, a massive oak towered over the fence. No doubt, there used to be tons of trees in this spot. Now it was all concrete. I lifted my arms and tugged on a branch. Could it hold my weight?

			Micah came running up to me. “Yo. There’s a cop watching us.”

			“Where?” I glanced over my shoulder.

			“He just drove around.”

			“For real?”

			“You better haul ass.”

			I grabbed hold of the branch and hooked my legs around it. Then I inched forward, moving slowly above the plywood fence.

			Let’s just say it wasn’t the smartest thing I’ve ever done.

			As I dangled my feet over the construction site, headlights brightened the empty lot. A black suburban rolled up and parked next to the construction site. I should’ve hid my bike somewhere less obvious. Too late now.

			stupid stupid stupid

			I closed my eyes and let go.

			Climbing’s what I’m good at. Falling, not so much. I hit the ground hard and crashed onto my hands and knees. The half-finished skyscraper loomed ahead. Each level was starkly lit by a row of fluorescent bulbs. The building was at least six stories tall. If I could make it to the roof, it would be the highest I’d ever explored.

			My plan? Take as many pictures as I could, as fast as possible. I was already snapping a couple shots of the outside. It really did look like a spaceship. My followers were going to eat this up.

			I couldn’t wait for Micah any longer. By now that cop might’ve busted him. Hopefully he wouldn’t rat me out. But if I knew Micah Skinner, he wasn’t far behind. After all, he could never resist a dare.

			The condo was different from my usual explores. Nobody had ever lived here. This place was solid cement. Of course, that didn’t mean it was safe. There were no walls. Only a spiderweb of plastic netting crisscrossed between the floors. I watched the orange panels flap in the breeze. Then I reached into my back pocket and grabbed my skull-print bandana.

			

			By the time I’d pounded up the stairwell, I was out of breath. Each level was spray-painted with a number by the door. Six total. There were sandbags heaped all over the ground. Blue tarps drooped from the ceiling. It wouldn’t take long before a bunch of people were actually living here. For now it was a blank canvas.

			

			As I raced through the hallway, my lungs burned. The air was hot and thick with dust. I kept running, no matter how bad my knees ached. You could say I was used to blocking out pain, my muscles seared with white hot fire. But there’s a deeper kind of hurt. That’s the damage you can’t see. Mostly because of my mom, but I really don’t feel like talking about it.

			Guess which one hurts more.

			I reached the door at the top of the stairs and jiggled the handle. No dice. I glanced around, searching for another way to the roof. The cement walls thrummed with fluorescent light.

			Almost there.

			I turned and headed into the top floor—a big open space with massive steel girders. The penthouse suite. At this point, I was majorly out of breath. Every gulp of air was like breathing needles. My pulse slammed against my skull. When I could finally see straight again, I started walking around.

			It reminded me of a factory. Maybe a factory for humans. No walls, no bedrooms. But it had a floor-to-ceiling window. At least, a window in the making. It wasn’t glassed-in yet. Did people actually live like this? I mean, in a place with no rooms? It was super weird, if you asked me.

			When I looked through the window, I almost passed out. And I’m not exactly scared of heights.  There was the roof about six feet lower. But that’s not what caught my eye. In the distance, a construction crane jutted above it all, its lights blinking against the night sky.

			I clenched my teeth as I slid my foot onto the window’s ledge.

			The rooftop spread out below me.

			All I had to do was jump.

			I pushed off and dropped onto the roof. If you’ve ever had one of those crazy flying dreams, you know what it’s like. That’s the only superpower I’d ever wish for. Up high, no one can hurt you.

			Too bad I can’t feel like that forever.

			I ducked through a maze of scaffolding and took out my phone. The skyline was like nothing I’d ever seen in Brevard County. So many tall buildings. All those lights glistening in the distance, as if a million galaxies had crash-landed on earth.

			Sometimes a camera isn’t enough. As I stood on that rooftop, there was so much I wanted to hold onto. The wind lifting my hair. The distant hum of traffic, rising and falling like the ocean. All the noise inside my head faded away.

			“You made it.” 

			I spun around.

			Micah was walking across the roof. He had his hoodie tugged up, hands stuffed in his pockets, and he looked exactly like a ghost.

			He smirked. “Did I scare you?”

			“No,” I lied. “Why would I be afraid of you, Micah Skinner?”

			“You should be afraid.” He held his phone below his chin, throwing shadows across his face, Halloween-style.

			“And why is that?”

			“Because I’m dangerous.”

			“Yeah?” I was seriously trying not to laugh.

			“Just wait, girl,” he said, leaning in close. “You’ll find out.”

			“Whatever.”

			“You should move fast, though,” he said. “That cop just drove around again.”

			“He’s looking for us?”

			“Maybe.”

			I peered over the edge of the roof. Cars streaked past, racing off to who knows where. Across the street, dozens of windows were lit up in rows of yellow boxes. I could actually see inside some of them. (I’m not a perv, I swear. Just saying.)

			A woman was stretched out in bed, soaked by the blue glow of a TV. She was munching on something, lifting her fingers to her mouth every few seconds. I felt kind of awkward, watching her. But let’s be real. Wouldn’t you look too?

			In the window below, a man was doing the same thing. Watching TV, I guess. For some reason, it made me kind of sad. The fact that all these people lived next to each other. Yet they were totally alone.

			If I could see them, you know what that means.

			They could see me.

			“Are you taking pictures or what?” Micah paced back and forth. I’d never seen him so worked up. We were supposed to be having fun. What was his problem, anyway? He seemed so nervous, checking his phone every five seconds. It wasn’t like him at all. But I had no time for his bullshit.

			I tugged the bandana over my face.

			This was it. I didn’t come all this way for another rooftop selfie.

			I was going for that crane.

			“Keep an eye on that cop.” I stepped onto the narrow bridge that extended from the roof to the crane’s steel tower.

			“Wait,” Micah called out. “You’re not really going up that thing.”

			“You coming with me or not?”

			His face was slick with sweat. “This is insane, girl. Let’s go back, okay?”

			I couldn’t believe it.

			Micah Skinner was scared.

			“Please,” he kept saying. “Just listen.”

			I didn’t have time to listen. Slowly, I moved forward, gripping the railings. When I glanced down, I saw the rooftops of houses. A big Jenga puzzle. The bridge wasn’t even solid. It was more like a grate, scarred with tiny holes. You could totally see straight through it. Ahead of me, a ladder tilted upward.

			“Riley. Please,” Micah was shouting. All this time, he’d been putting on a front. He acted like he didn’t care about anything but fame.

			Did he care about me?

			It didn’t matter anymore. I was in the zone, working my way up the rungs. My throat was scorched. Every nerve inside my body was tingling. I didn’t think about getting caught. I didn’t even think about falling.

			

			Nothing could hurt me. All the head-noise that kept me awake at night. Bad grades. My mom ditching me.

			Gone.

			It’s like turning off a TV. That clear, cold silence.

			At the top of the ladder was a little booth for the crane driver. I reached up and pushed the trapdoor open. When I was a kid, I had a tree house. Same deal. But this was a thousand times better than a tree house.

			I climbed inside and started looking around. The driver had his own VIP suite, if you want to know the truth, including a mini fridge stocked with cans of Fanta, an empty water bottle, and a half-eaten banana. I was so freaking thirsty, I almost gulped down that germy soda (good thing I hate soda).

			The driver’s chair was ripped to shreds and draped with a Deadpool sweatshirt. It was random as hell, but I kind of appreciated that. No time to chill. I had to get my ass on that crane. But how?

			I plopped down in that chair and tried to stay calm.

			think think think

			When I looked up, I spotted a latch bolted to the ceiling. Maybe an escape hatch? I’d be willing to bet that was my ticket out.

			I was right.

			The mini fridge wobbled back and forth as I climbed on top of it. I lifted my hands and pressed against the ceiling.

			I guess my Tall Girl Problems come in handy once in a while.

			The hatch swung open with a clang. There was the night sky, a blank smear. As I pushed through it, the breeze snapped my hair. The crane was right next to me, jutting out at a stomach-churning angle. I grabbed hold of the rungs and hauled myself up. In the distance, the safety light blinked in slow motion. The closer I moved toward the hoist line at the top, the deeper I fell into a trance, like it was scanning my brainwaves or something.

			Micah stood on the rooftop below me, his face twisted with fear.

			

			“Come on, Riley,” he yelled. “This is stupid.”

			Even the sound of my own name couldn’t break the spell. I was going through with this, no matter what. It wasn’t enough to climb to the top of that crane. Anybody could do that. If I was going viral, I had to take a bigger risk.

			“Get ready,” I shouted at Micah. He was in charge of the money shot. In other words, the perspective of the crane from below. Until I could upload his pics, I was going to tease my followers with a little sneak preview.

			I took out my phone and snapped a few selfies crouched against the rungs. Behind me, the crane’s arm towered into the sky, the fluorescent lights blinking away. It was an epic shot.

			Here you go, Insta-followers.

			Now give me those likes.

			I didn’t have to wait long. My post was already blowing up. I was getting tons of comments.

			Epic shot….

			Amazing.

			Soooo sick.

			OMG. Don’t fall.

			Most people are scared of heights. Why? Because they think they’re going to fall. But I never fell. And I knew exactly what to do. Here’s my secret. You’ve always got to hold onto something.

			You never let go.

			The crane was slick with oily gunk. I should’ve brought gloves. Actually, I should’ve climbed back to solid ground. Instead, I shoved my phone in my pocket. I was whispering the whole time, psyching myself up. It’s okay. You got this. I wiped my palms on my jeans. Then I grabbed the rung above me and slowly raised my feet.

			I was flying.

			Micah’s screams faded away as I dangled above the rooftop, caught between the earth and stars. I let go of one hand and swayed. The city glinted in every direction. It was endless, that horizon. And for a few dizzying seconds, it was mine.

			

			The sirens didn’t reach me yet. I was too far gone. When I swung my feet onto the rungs, my head was buzzing. I didn’t notice the lights toggling from blue to red. There was only one thing I cared about.

			“Did you get the shot?”

			Micah waved from the roof below. “I got everything.”

			My throat was on fire. I tugged off my bandana and gulped a deep breath. “It came out good? Please tell me it looks okay.”

			“It looks amazing.”

			“Show me.”

			“Later,” he said. “We better hustle, girl. Because those cops are here for us.”

			Cops?

			That’s when it clicked into my brain. The flashing lights. The sirens cutting through the breeze.

			We were so busted.

			I was hauling ass down that crane. No joke. It was time to peace out on this mission. I crashed through the trapdoor into the pilot seat. Then I slammed down the ladder onto that rickety bridge. My heart was pounding like crazy. I was just beginning to realize what I’d done.

			Micah better have those pictures.

			He was right there, waiting for me on the edge of the rooftop. As I stepped off the bridge, he pulled me close.

			“You,” he said, kissing me. “Daredevil girl.”

			We held each other as the sirens grew louder. I could’ve stayed like that forever. The two of us on the roof of that skyscraper.

			“Let’s move.” I pushed him away. “We can’t go back through the stairwell.”

			“So how do we get out of here?”

			We couldn’t jump. That’s for sure. I glanced around the roof, searching for escape, but I had no clue where to go.

			There was only one way out.

			Down.
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			Trampoline

			We’re bumping along a dirt road. Jayce hasn’t told me anything yet. Not since he picked me up at the diner. What did he mean, ‘the game’s over’?

			My arm is still throbbing from the burn. Who knows? Maybe it will leave a scar. I wince as I lean back against the seat. “Are we going to talk or what?”

			“You need to see something first.”

			“Can’t you just tell me?”

			Jayce stares at the road as the car swerves down Riverside Drive. If I were rich, I’d buy myself one of these fancy mansions. Every place has its own dock. A big-ass boat parked in the driveway. Palm trees so tall, they scrape the power lines. When we reach the end of the street, I suck in a breath. The porch is held up with columns, sort of like a wedding cake, and every single brick is splashed with graffiti.

			“So while I was at the marina,” Jayce tells me, “some idiot trashed my mom’s house.”

			I can’t stop looking at it. The f-bombs sprayed across the Skinner’s porch. I know they’re just words. I’ve seen it hundreds of times in abandoned places. The devil’s horns and penis armies. But this is different. This is someone’s home.

			“Why would they do this?”

			I already know why.

			“They think Micah did it on purpose,” he says quietly. “Everybody in Brevard County thinks my brother dragged you off that roller coaster. They think he tried to kill you.”

			“But it was an accident.”

			I’ve said it so many times.

			

			Yet no one believes me.

			“Yeah?” he says. “Tell them that.”

			“You’re giving up.”

			“I just can’t deal with this shit anymore.”

			“But that’s why we have to keep going.”

			Jayce slumps against the window and closes his eyes. “It’s too late.”

			“We can’t stop playing the game. Not until we figure out who’s sending these messages.”

			“What if they did this, Riley? I mean, whoever my brother was talking to online. Someone was at my house today. I can’t let my mom get hurt.”

			Micah had a lot of followers online. Yeah, maybe he wasn’t rockstar-famous, but he had a lot of people watching him. Not all of them were fans. Some were straight up trolls, just waiting for him to fall.

			I want to tell Jayce to be brave. We can’t give up.

			Not after we’ve gone this far.

			“Is she home? I mean your mom.”

			“Yeah. Why?”

			“Maybe I should talk to her.”

			He sighs. “Not a good idea.”

			“I need to make things right.”

			Before Jayce can say anything, I’m out of the car. I’m shaking hardcore as I step across the Skinner’s front lawn.

			“Riley, hold up.” Jayce slings his arm around me, as if I’m about to fall. He shoves his key in the front door. When he pushes it open, a dog bursts out and skitters onto the porch. She’s shaped like a comma, all ribs and elbows. Her whiplike tail thumps against my sneaker.

			Micah’s dog.

			“Chill,” Jayce says, snapping his fingers.

			She flops down, spilling out her front legs. Her butt’s still up in the air, wiggling with excitement, and, yeah, this day has sucked beyond suckage, but I can’t help busting out a laugh. This dog is officially the best thing ever.

			

			“Hey, Molly.” I scratch between her eyebrows. (I didn’t even know that dogs had eyebrows.)

			Jayce struggles to hold her back, but she won’t sit still. “You’ve met?”

			“Not in person,” I tell him. “Greyhound?”

			“Yeah. She’s a rescue,” he says as Molly squirms and sort of collapses on my foot.

			“Is that a hint?” I sink down on the porch.

			“Belly rubs are her weakness.”

			Maybe I could stay here forever, rubbing this dog’s belly. But I can’t. Because there’s a woman standing in the doorway. She’s in jeans and a Florida State hoodie. When she sees me, her mouth tightens.

			I can tell she’s trying to hold it together. And, yeah, I can totally relate. But I don’t know what to do. Introduce myself to Mrs. Skinner? Or act like I don’t recognize her? Both of our faces were on the news.

			Jayce sticks out his hand and I reach up and grab hold. He helps me up, half-tripping over the greyhound, who never stops wiggling. It’s like she didn’t come with an off button.

			“Mom,” he says. “This is my friend Riley.”

			So we’re friends, after all.

			Mrs. Skinner is quiet for a moment. “Riley,” she says, as if she didn’t hear right. “Come on inside.”

			

			The first thing I see is Micah’s face. In the photo tacked to the fridge, he’s caught in mid-jump on a trampoline. He’s probably around nine or ten, but don’t ask me. Because I can’t ever guess kids’ ages. 

			“That was his circus phase,” says Mrs. Skinner, snapping the blinds shut. “He broke his arm jumping off that thing.”

			“Sounds like Micah.” I can totally imagine him popping backflips on that trampoline. Falling off it too.

			She looks at me. “You and Micah were close.”

			I’m not sure how to answer this question. Micah was my partner in crime. Our world was the secret spaces of abandoned buildings. Rooftops at night. The ocean pounding against us as we kissed.

			In a way, it’s like the pictures on my Instagram. That’s a tiny piece of yourself. A secret glimpse you share with the world. And another part you keep hidden. Which one is the real you? Maybe there’s a little truth in both.

			“The mess on my front porch,” she says. “Do you have any idea who’s responsible?”

			I shake my head. “I’m sorry.”

			“You’re telling me it happened for no reason.”

			“Micah had a lot of followers online. Not all of them were his friends.” I turn away. That’s when I notice the jacket. Micah’s flight jacket, draped over a chair at the kitchen table. It’s like he’s here with us, listening to every word.

			“Why would they try to hurt him?” she asks.

			“Because he got too popular. They were jealous. I don’t know.”

			“Oh, I think you do know,” she says. “And you’re going to tell me what’s going on here.”

			“He was playing a game, okay? And it got him in trouble.”

			She frowns. “I don’t understand. What kind of game was my son playing?”

			Jayce glances at me. It’s too late now. I’ve already opened my big mouth.

			“It’s a game of dares. He thought it would help him get more followers. I mean, he wanted to be famous. But the dares kept getting more dangerous. And when he tried to stop playing, he was getting trolled—”

			“Trolls?”

			“You know. Bullied.”

			Mrs. Skinner goes to the window, although there’s nothing to see. Only the blinds, mazed with dust and fading sunlight. “They’re saying you did it on purpose.”

			“Mom,” Jayce says. “Drop it.”

			“I’m sure you’ve been watching the news,” she says, turning to me.

			

			“Actually, no. I haven’t.”

			“Some people think you just wanted attention.”

			Now I’m really confused. 

			I’ll take the bait.

			“Why would they say that?”

			She shrugs. “The pictures, I guess.”

			Jayce puts his arm around her. “Mom. Please. Just leave it alone.”

			I’m still not getting it. “What pictures?”

			“Well, you should know,” she says carefully. “You’re the one who posted all those pictures online. All those dangerous stunts. Is that what you and Micah were doing together? Did you think it was a game?”

			I’m stunned. “Wait. You saw my Instagram?”

			“So you haven’t been reading the news.”

			I glance at Jayce, but he looks at the floor. This is so messed up. How does his mom know about Bad Altitude? And what did she mean ‘reading the news’? Nobody reads the newspaper anymore. Isn’t that what I told Shug?

			Mrs. Skinner reaches for something on top of the fridge. That’s where my gran shoves her piles of junk mail and credit card bills. But Jayce’s mom isn’t holding a bill. In her hand is a magazine.

			 “Take a look.” She plops it on the kitchen table. 

			At first, I don’t understand. What does this stupid magazine have to do with me? When I flip through it, the pictures are all the same. Smiling women with perfectly slicked back hair. Rich people in bikinis. Then I turn to the so-called news and there’s my face, half-hidden by a bandana dotted with skulls.

			Bad Altitude.

			The picture’s so big, it takes up half the page. Beneath it, more pictures stolen off my secret Instagram. Some of my best rooftopping stunts. And that’s not all. There’s Micah, popping ollies on the roof at Miracle City. Somebody found our profiles online and figured it out.

			“I told you to delete that profile.” Jayce gets up. As he walks across the kitchen, it’s so dark, I can hardly see him. There’s the jacket, hanging boneless on that chair, and the slatted light dribbling through the blinds.

			Bad Altitude was my secret. They have no right to take that away. They’ve already taken everything.

			“Well, you’re famous now,” says Mrs. Skinner. “You got what you wanted.”

			My head is busy adding things up. Jayce was right. If you post something online, it stays there forever. I should’ve listened to him and deleted it sooner. Now it’s too late. Bad Altitude doesn’t belong to me anymore.

			“This isn’t what I wanted,” I tell her.

			brave girl

			That’s what it says below my picture in the stupid magazine. But it’s not the reason I was on that roller coaster. I didn’t climb up there to save Micah’s life. I was climbing it for fame. Sure, I wanted all the likes. Most of all, I wanted people to throw money at me. I know it sounds awful, but it’s true.

			“What do you think it’s like, waking up and seeing my son’s face on the news? Everybody feels sorry for you and Micah’s the bad guy. So now they have something else to talk about. They can talk about you for a change.”

			She doesn’t understand. I don’t want people talking about me. Yeah, maybe that’s the goal of every Instagram star. All the rooftoppers who risk their lives and post amazing pics for insta-fame. But I didn’t want the entire world to think I’m a hero. Because it isn’t true. Not one tiny bit.

			“I’m sorry,” I mutter.

			“Yeah? Well, I’m sorry too.” Mrs. Skinner turns around. Her face is tight with anger. “Micah was a good kid. Sure, he got into trouble now and then, but he never hurt anybody.”

			I stare at the picture on the fridge.

			“Answer me.” Mrs. Skinner grabs my arm, jerking me toward her. 

			Jayce lunges between us. “That’s enough,” he shouts.

			

			Mrs. Skinner frowns. “Is it enough? Really, is it enough to lose your son and see his face in a magazine? And you.” She jabs her finger at me. “Are you happy now? You have all the fans you want. Followers. Whatever it’s called.”

			“It’s not like that.” I try to scrape out the words, but the kitchen is spinning. I press my hands against the wall and struggle to keep myself steady.

			“Maybe we should have a little chat,” she says. “What do you think? You can tell me all about it.”

			“About what?”

			“Micah didn’t fall accidentally,” she says. “You pushed him.”
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			Like Hobos

			We ran back the way we came—down through the stairwell. As I raced past the empty windows, a burst of red and blue light stuttered across the concrete. No doubt, the cops were waiting for us.

			“Now what, girl?” Micah whispered.

			I peered out at the construction site. The cops had unlocked the plywood fence near the street. If we made a run for it, where could we hide?

			“We’re going to head for the beach.”

			“But where’s it at?”

			The beach was close. That much I knew. You could smell low tide in the breeze. I figured it was walled off behind those fancy hotels. I guess that’s what people were paying for on vacation—ocean views and Technicolor sunsets. It almost made me laugh. In Titusville we get all that stuff for free.

			A flashlight cut across the sandbags piled on the ground. I squinted into its halo. They were inside this place now, searching.

			“You better not run,” someone called out.

			I winced against the sharp light. The cop was slowly walking toward me, the way you’d approach a stray dog.

			“Go,” I shouted at Micah, but he didn’t move. The flashlight had zapped him dead. I couldn’t leave him behind, but I wasn’t hanging around, either.

			I took off across the lot.

			The front yard was an obstacle course. Stacks of cement bricks. Dumpsters heaped with god knows what. I zigzagged past a trench of dirty water. Mosquito city. When I reached the plywood fence, I glanced over my shoulder. Micah wasn’t far behind. This big dude was coming after him. The cop who yelled at me.

			In the distance, a hotel’s windows gleamed. That’s where I needed to be. I was hauling ass. Big time. As I picked up speed, I stumbled and hit the dirt on my hands and knees. Without thinking, I scrambled back on my feet, ripped jeans and all, and raced across the road.

			Just keep going.

			Who knows how long I was running before Micah finally caught up. The streetlights dappled his face as we bolted past a fancy-looking cafe, a surf shop, and a parking garage. At least we were closer to the hotel.

			“Did we lose him?” I doubled over, gasping for breath. Yeah, I could run pretty fast, but I was officially out of jet fuel.

			“He’s not far behind us,” Micah said. “We need to hide.”

			The hotel had this big circular driveway. Old dudes would pull up in their convertibles and wait for someone to open the door, as if they couldn’t do it themselves. The whole thing was really stupid, if you ask me. And the entire place was gated, of course. No beach for us lowly humans.

			Micah was watching too. “Yo. What now?”

			The cars revved up to the hotel. A few blasted their horns. Most swerved around us like we didn’t exist.

			“Just walk inside,” I told him.

			“What?”

			“Don’t make a big deal about it.”

			We were invisible.

			That was our superpower.

			Micah had snuck into tons of hotels. He even stripped naked and swam in their pools. This time he didn’t have to climb a fence. It was all about money here. Not people. So we had to act like money.

			“You sure?” He blinked.

			No doubt, I was a hot mess. Jeans shredded. T-shirt streaked with dirt and sweat. I must’ve smelled pretty rank. I scraped my fingers through my hair and marched toward the hotel’s gleaming doors.

			Another car rolled up and a bunch of people got out—a mom and dad chatting in low voices. A girl slumped in the back seat, playing with her phone. I tried to imagine what it must feel like. A family vacation. Yeah, I was super jealous, but she looked bored out of her mind.

			When she followed her parents into the hotel lobby, I stepped behind her, as if we were friends. The hotel was très expensive. I could totally picture it in a music video. Drake partying on that white leather sofa. Champagne popping. You get the idea. Micah walked next to me. His eyes were huge and he kept glancing around, soaking it all in.  The girl ahead of us walked faster, as if she wanted to get away.

			“Hey,” I said to her. “You know where the beach is at?”

			“Go to the pool,” she said. “You’ll see it.”

			The pool?

			Why would anybody swim in a pool when the ocean’s right there?

			“Thanks.” I wasn’t going to ask any more questions. We had to find the pool on our own.

			It didn’t take long.

			At the end of the lobby, a glass door opened to a patio. There was a giant chessboard set up on the grass. Sofas and pillows too. It was like an outdoor living room. They even had a disco ball swaying above the palms.

			I pushed against the door and walked outside. Not gonna lie. I was tempted to whip out my phone and take a million pictures.

			Micah whistled. “This place is dope. We should just live here.”

			Right.

			We’d snuck inside the hotel without any major drama. Now everybody on the patio was staring at us. I guess we didn’t exactly fit in. They were all in swimsuits, though no one was swimming. Mostly, taking a nap is what it looked like.

			

			I could be brave on a rooftop. Why was it so tough to walk through a crowd? I gritted my teeth and stepped forward.

			A thick wall of bushes surrounded the pool. Then I spotted a gate with a chain over the handle. This had to be the way back. Did they lock it at night? Most beaches were closed after dark. 

			We swung the gate open and headed out onto the boardwalk. It wasn’t falling apart like the beaches back home. No rotten boards or rusty nails. There were even these cool little tiki torches flickering along the path.

			For a moment, we stood there, taking it in. Then I snapped back to reality. I’d left my followers hanging. No joke. We were safe from the cops now. It was time to get back to business.

			“Can you show me the pictures now?” I asked.

			“What do you mean?”

			“The construction crane. You said the shot came out good.”

			He shook his head. “You got your footage up there. This time I’m posting to my own account.”

			“But it was my idea.”

			“So? We work together.”

			“Yeah, but I’m the one in the picture. You can’t show my face.”

			“I won’t,” he said.

			“It was my stunt. I did all the work.”

			“Don’t even try that. You couldn’t have done it without me.”

			This was so unfair. Micah didn’t risk his life, climbing that crane. Now he wanted to take all the credit?

			“Listen,” I said. “I thought your TikTok was about your own stuff.”

			“It’s not like I didn’t do anything. I mean, I climbed that rooftop with you. So I’m going to post the behind-the-scenes footage.”

			“You can’t do that.”

			“Why not?”

			“It’s just not my style.”

			“Well, it is now.” He took out his phone.

			“Please. Can’t we figure something out?”

			

			“Like what?”

			“I don’t know. What if you post the video? And I just do the pictures. But we get to share the likes.”

			“How?”

			“Tag me.”

			I’d never asked anybody to tag me before. My Instagram had always been my top secret project. Flying solo. No outside help.

			Micah scrolled through the pictures. “Okay. But I’m going to choose the best shots.”

			“Whatever. Just send me something.”

			 “This one is really good.”

			When he held up his phone, I was blown away. It was an amazing shot. Me on that crane, flying like Supergirl.

			Only one problem.

			The bandana wasn’t covering my face.

			“You can’t use that,” I told him. 

			“What’s the problem? Don’t you want people to know it’s you?”

			Micah was all about the fame.

			I wanted more.

			If people recognized me in real life, it would be harder to pull off stunts. I couldn’t take that risk.

			“Pick something else,” I snapped. 

			“Fine.” He kept scrolling. “How’s this?”

			I stared at the picture glowing on the screen. Was that really me? It was basically the same shot, but now my face was hidden.

			“Perfect. Send it to me.”

			As soon as I posted it, the likes started rolling in.

			whooooaaaa…..epic shot!!!!!

			crazy AF

			rooftop queen

			The likes kept coming. More than any I’d racked up before. This was it. The brands would be all over me now. They’d pay me to wear their stupid hats and shoes the next time I climbed a crane. I’d finally start making some real money.

			

			Big time.

			Micah whistled. “Damn, girl. You’re making me jealous.”

			I stared out at the ocean. The water was smooth as a tarp. For some reason, I started running toward it. (I mean, it’s not like it was going anywhere.) I wanted to dig my toes into the sand, so I unlaced my boots. I didn’t care if I ever found them again.

			Micah yanked his T-shirt over his head. He was tugging at his jeans, sort of half-tripping like he was wasted or something. I wriggled my jeans off too. It was dark and there was nobody else around. As I lifted my shirt, the breeze tickled my skin. Goodbye sweaty clothes. Au revoir.

			When we splashed into the surf, I let out a shriek. Not because it was cold. Because it had been so long since I’d gone swimming. You can’t swim in red tide water. I didn’t have to worry about poison algae here. Or anything, to be honest. 

			“Daredevil girl,” Micah said, kissing my neck. His hands were moving all over me. Things were getting pretty intense. I’m not even sure why. It just was.

			We held each other as the surf pounded against us, rocking back and forth. On the horizon, the lights of tall buildings gleamed like beads on a necklace. I’d climbed a skyscraper tonight. It was more than just a dare. More than Insta-fame.

			This was my ticket to freedom.

			

			I could’ve floated in that water forever, but we had to grab our clothes and get back to our bikes. Micah thought we should wait a little longer. Maybe the cops were still hanging around, circling the block in case we showed up. But we were running out of time. My gran would be off work soon and it was a long ride home.

			Micah stretched next to me in the sand. “No worries. Traffic’s easier at night.”

			I wasn’t so sure.

			He stroked my forehead. “Or we could just camp on the beach.”

			“You mean like hobos?”

			“Nah,” he said. “They have to travel around. Hop trains and stuff. We got everything we need right here.”

			“What are we supposed to eat?”

			“I’ll catch a shark for you. A real big one.”

			“Can you fish?”

			“I can learn.”

			“Well, we might get thirsty. You can’t drink seawater.”

			“Then I’ll sneak into the hotel. Steal all their beer.”

			I laughed. In my entire life, I’d never met someone like Micah Skinner. He wasn’t scared of anything.

			“What if the bad guys come after us?” I whispered.

			He leaned in close, his breath warm against my ear. “We’re the bad guys.”

			“Yeah?” As far as I could tell, good people did bad things too. So were they actually good?

			Maybe a little of both.

			I held up my fists. “If anybody tries to mess with us, I’ll kick their ass.” I was joking, of course, but he didn’t smile.

			“Will you protect me, Riley?” he asked.

			Before I could answer, he tilted his head and kissed me. There was something lonely in that kiss, like he was trying to reach into me and no matter how I tried, I could never give enough.

			We would always be alone.

			

			The tapping sound

			After the Soviets launched a dog into space, they decided to give people a try. The first human to spin around the earth was this guy named Yuri Gagarin. He floated in orbit all by himself. Yeah, he was basically stuck up there alone.

			Before takeoff, he was strapped inside the rocket, waiting for the countdown (except they didn’t have a countdown. That’s more of an American thing, I guess). He was probably a little freaked out, right? So they played Russian love songs for him. When Yuri finally blasted off, the engines whistled and clanged and hummed. He said it was even better than a symphony.

			I’m not sure if it’s true, but I heard he almost went crazy. He was the first to see our blue marbled oceans from space. I bet that view was amazing, but not if there’s nobody around to share it with you.

			The rocket ship was tick-ticking away. I watched this movie where they tried to explain what it was like. He could’ve lost his mind, obsessing over that noise. Or he could make up his own songs to that endless tapping.

			I bet you can figure out what he picked.

			Back in the day, NASA used to play wake-up songs for the astronauts. Ziggy Stardust. My favorite Beatles song, “Here Comes the Sun.” Now everybody brings their own music into space. If I was stuck in zero gravity with only one album, it would be pretty hard to choose. I’d probably go with Metallica’s And Justice for All. At least I wouldn’t have to listen to silence.

			Too bad I don’t believe that story about the tapping sound. It’s awesome to think of Yuri floating around the earth and making up songs. He didn’t let anything stop him. Not even when he was scared. As much as I like the idea, I kind of wonder if it’s a hundred percent fake. Don’t ask why. It’s just a feeling. A gut instinct or whatever. Of course, feelings aren’t science.

			

			If it isn’t true, I don’t want to know.
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			Brave One

			The kitchen goes dark. I sink down as voices shout at me from far away. All I want to do is close my eyes and drop into this black hole, a secret place in the universe where nothing breaks free, not even light.

			When I lift my head, I’m in Jayce’s arms. Together we move into the hallway. I’m only half-aware of the dog yapping near his feet. Shapes floating in the living room. The slatted blinds throwing shadows across his face.

			He pulls me into the bathroom and locks the door. There’s a stack of paper cups on the sink and he pops one out and fills it with water.

			Nothing ever tasted so good.

			“Better?” he says.

			I’m shaking hardcore. What’s wrong with me? It’s like I forgot how to breathe. There’s not enough air in this room.

			…breathe breathe breathe…

			 “It’s not true,” I whisper. “What your mom said.”

			He nods. “I guess she’s looking for someone to blame.”

			We sit on the cold tiles. The bathroom walls are swarming with framed pictures. Most are old-school black and white. I get the feeling these dead people are judging us. All those unsmiling faces, staring across time.

			“You didn’t tell me,” I say quietly.

			“About that stupid magazine? I thought you knew.”

			“But I deleted my Instagram.”

			“Nothing’s ever deleted online. It’s, like, once you put stuff out there, it never goes away. But didn’t you want those pictures to go viral?”

			

			“Not like that.”

			I’ve kept it hidden for so long. Now the entire world knows about Bad Altitude. My secret identity. When I busted into abandoned buildings, I could’ve gone to jail. Now there’s a lot more at stake.

			“Micah’s the one who wanted to be famous.”

			“Why was he so obsessed?” Jayce’s voice is filled with hurt. “It’s like he kept wanting more and more. And it was never enough. He didn’t care about anything else. He didn’t even talk to me about it. Or Caitlin.”

			“Caitlin?”

			“His girlfriend.” 

			It’s pretty obvious I didn’t expect that bomb to drop.

			Jayce winces. “I guess you didn’t know.”

			I stare at the tiled floor. My stomach is burning and I feel like I’m going to puke. “So who is she?”

			“Lucas’s sister. She goes to Florida State.”

			“Wait.” I’m still trying to catch up. “Caitlin is Lucas’s sister? That kid Micah used to skate with?”

			“Still is.”

			Micah’s secret girlfriend.

			She probably doesn’t know about me, either. We’ve got that much in common. Micah was good at keeping secrets too. 

			“Did you ever hang out with Lucas?”

			“We skated a few times on Satellite Beach, but my brother had his own scene. After Dad died…I don’t know. Micah took it hard. When he got into TikTok, it was like an obsession. He stopped hanging out with his old crew. All he cared about was getting more likes online.” 

			“This kid, Lucas. Where is he now?”

			Jayce shrugs. “Like I already said. He kind of drifted around the beach. The skate park. Whatever. They would go off and make their little videos and stuff. That’s all I know about him.”

			“What about his sister? You think she knew about the daredevil game?”

			“No clue.”

			

			“Can we talk to her?”

			“You really want to?”

			“If she wants to talk to me.”

			“Okay,” he says, nodding. “Let’s make it happen.”

			I reach into my combat bag and take out his phone. “Still think we should quit the game?”

			“Do we have a choice?”

			“We always have a choice.” That’s what Ya Ya told me, the night we waited for the rocket launch.

			My gran made it sound so easy.

			It’s not.

			Every time we make a choice, the universe splits.

			Jayce is silent for a minute. “It’s your call, Riley. You’re the brave one.”

			“Well, we can be brave together.”

			He grabs my hand and squeezes. “I can try.”

			Jayce’s phone is glowing between my fingers. I quickly log into Instagram. Did I post my last dare in time? And was it good enough to move to the next level? I type in the hashtag and a bunch of pictures swarm the screen.

			The girls are covered in bruises.

			Hundreds of faces.

			Their burns are fresh like mine. In the secret corners of Instagram, they wear tanks and cut-offs, making sure we don’t miss anything. The pale crescents slashed into their wrists. The scabs crusted with blood. They want us to see it all.

			#free_the_horses

			I’m one of those girls now. I’ve scored a ton of likes after my last post. Just looking at these pictures makes me sick. So many girls. How could I ever shut down this game? I’m not surprised the cops blew it off.

			Now it’s up to me.

			I used to think it was fun, posting daredevil stunts on Instagram. I actually believed my epic pictures would make me rich. Now I realize how dangerous it is. The internet is deeper than any black hole in space. Bigger than a supergiant star. Even scarier than climbing the highest rooftop.

			I want to stop this game from spreading. If I don’t, more people are going to die. When I started posting stuff online, I did it for myself. I thought I was headed for Insta-fame. To be honest, I didn’t really care about anybody else (except Ya Ya, of course).

			It’s about time I started caring.

			“Did they write back?” Jayce wants to know.

			They did.

			The message is in all caps, as if it’s shouting at me:

			YOUR FINAL CHALLENGE:

			The words float on the screen. Only three words. Still, it’s enough to turn my blood to ice.

			One million likes

			“That’s all it says?” Jayce asks.

			“It’s impossible.”

			I’d been trying to rack up a million likes. You’d have to be mega famous to reach that many.

			Is this the challenge that pushed Micah over the edge?

			I click back to my inbox. My fingers are shaking as I begin to type. Then somebody pounds on the bathroom door.

			Jayce’s mom.

			“You two,” she shouts at us. “Get out of there. Now. We need to talk.”

			I stare at the words I’ve typed into the message box. Jayce says I’m brave, but he’s wrong. I’m really scared right now.

			“Riley, what are you doing?” he whispers.

			“I’m quitting the game.”

			“What? I thought we weren’t going to quit.”

			“Just trust me, okay?”

			“You can’t delete it. Not after we’ve come this far.” He shakes his head. “I don’t get it.”

			“If I quit the game, they might answer back.”

			They.

			

			“What happens if they don’t?”

			“Trust me. They will.”

			“What makes you so sure?”

			“This game is their rooftop. It’s obvious they’re getting a thrill out of hurting people. If we stop playing, they won’t like it.”

			“But if it’s real…I mean, what if they come looking you?”

			“Let them.”

			I take a deep breath as my finger hovers over the screen.

			“Don’t,” he says, but it’s too late.

			I QUIT

			My stomach is churning as I hit SEND. I seriously feel like I’m going to throw up. Somebody’s knocking again. Jayce’s mom. She’s about to smash through the door. At least, that’s what it sounds like.

			“Riley,” she says. “Your parents are here.”

			I glance at Jayce, but he looks confused. What does she mean? My parents aren’t looking for me. Now. Or ever. And if I happen to see my mom again, I’ll have a lot to say. You can bet on it.

			The frames on the bathroom wall begin to tilt and sway. That’s how I know something’s wrong. When I pull myself up, I can barely hook my fingers around the sink. Jayce reaches for me, but I fall backwards and slump against the tiled floor. If I close my eyes, I’ll drown. I push against the waves, but it’s so quiet in here, so still, that it’s easier to let go and drift below the surface.

			The window above the tub is slick with rain. For some reason, I didn’t notice before. Didn’t hear it, either. The drops squiggle down like falling stars. I can’t stop watching it. All the light in the universe is trapped in that glass. There’s the brightness, small and perfect, and nothing else.

			Until it’s gone.
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			Level Up

			Our bikes were waiting for us in the vacant lot. We had to really haul ass if we were going to make it back in time. It was dark now and I’m not going to lie. I was scared about riding on the causeway. All those freaking cars going a hundred miles an hour. But I sure as hell wasn’t going to show it.

			I glanced around at the dead-looking trees and empty sidewalks and the headlights burning through the chain-link fence. Then I took out my phone and checked my Instagram. The likes were coming in super fast.

			Thousands of likes.

			Still, it wasn’t enough.

			My followers were eating it up. But I needed more. I was close to reaching a million likes. 

			Close isn’t good enough.

			“It didn’t go viral.” 

			“Give it time,” Micah said, but I already knew. If it didn’t get traction right away, it wasn’t going to happen.

			“I need to come up with something else.”

			“Like what?”

			“Something bigger.”

			“Is there anything you haven’t climbed?”

			In fact, there was. 

			“The fair’s coming next weekend,” I told him.

			“Okay. What are you thinking?”

			“The roller coaster.” 

			I’d been scoping out my competition on Instagram. This surfer from the Jersey Shore? He climbed the Star Jet. You’ve probably seen it—the coaster that tumbled into the ocean after Hurricane Sandy. He stuck a flag on top of it too. Pretty ballsy, right? And this girl in England? She fell to her death after posting a selfie on a rusted old coaster. Her so-called friends uploaded the video on YouTube. It’s still there, actually. The entire climb.

			Until the part where she falls.

			Micah shook his head. “I can totally see you climbing the Galaxy, but there’s cops everywhere.”

			“That’s why you have to be careful.”

			“Come on. You can’t be serious.” 

			“It’s the ultimate stunt. I’ve never done anything that big.”

			“Promise me you’re not doing it,” he said.

			“What? No way.”

			“I mean it, Riley. It’s too dangerous.”

			Dangerous?

			Micah Skinner wasn’t scared of anything.

			Did he actually care about me?

			“Okay. Fine. I’ll think about it.”

			That’s what I told him.

			But you already know the truth.

			I’m an expert liar.

			In my head, I was already making plans. Sneak into the fair late at night. Find a place to hide. Wait until everything shuts down. Then…

			Up I go.

			“What about you? Did you get new followers?”

			Micah was real quiet all of a sudden. He kept scrolling through his phone, looking at who knows what.

			I wiggled my fingers in his face. “Hello?”

			He blinked. “Sorry. I’m kind of out of it.”

			“What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing. Just the trolls. You know. Making drama.”

			“You get a lot of that?”

			“Sometimes.”

			“Yeah? Well, they’re jealous.”

			“Maybe,” he said, frowning.

			

			He was really getting worked up about this. It didn’t seem like him at all. What exactly were those messages saying?

			“Just delete that crap,” I told him.

			Still, he kept looking at his phone.

			I grabbed my bike. “Stop obsessing. Let’s go.”

			We grabbed out bikes and pulled onto the road.

			I was almost Insta-famous. All I needed was a couple extra death-defying pics. As soon as I scored a deal with some promo, I was out. Au revoir. The brands would be hitting me up. I’m talking the big bucks. Who knows? Maybe NASA would shoot an Instagram ad with me in space. Sky’s the limit, right?

			Micah was acting really weird. I was kind of surprised when he pulled his bike up next to me and grabbed my arm. I almost jumped out of my skin.

			“Can you go a little faster?” he shouted.

			“I’m going as fast as I can.”

			“Yeah, I know. But…”

			“What?”

			He squinted over his shoulder. “Somebody’s following us.”

			At first I thought he was joking.

			Did he really think somebody was coming after us? Sure, there was a car a few feet behind him. A rust-colored van. Not tailing us on our bikes exactly. Just close enough to make me look twice.

			“They’ve been there…how long?”

			“Long enough,” he said, which wasn’t really an answer.

			So I floored it.

			Horns blared as my bike skidded into the next lane. Yeah, I was sort of cutting everyone off.

			“Go faster,” Micah said, looking over his shoulder again. “He’s catching up.”

			The van was right next to us. So close, I could see the mess of garbage bags crisscrossing the passenger door. I tried to catch a glimpse of the guy behind the wheel, but his driver’s side window, like most in the Sunshine State, was tinted super dark.

			

			I swerved in front of the van, then back to the other lane. Still, he wouldn’t let up. Was that guy actually following us? Or was Micah being paranoid? I’d never seen him panic hardcore about anything. What made him so scared now?

			The road flooded with light. I couldn’t tell what was going on. All I knew is that we were seriously screwed. You’re not supposed to run if you’re in trouble, right? That’s rule number one. And I was stuck on the causeway, surrounded by water. No way out. Unless I plunged into the Indian River.

			My legs pumped until my muscles burned. The bike jolted forward, picking up speed. Another round of horns blasted as I swung toward the causeway exit. By now the van was lost somewhere behind me. What was I supposed to do?

			When we reached the exit, I pulled over to the side of the road. Yeah, I felt like screaming at him. What was he thinking? I mean, was this all a joke? Then I looked at his face. His eyes were wide and he was drenched with sweat.

			“What’s wrong with you?” I got off my bike and dumped it in the grass. On the causeway, a few cars slowed as they passed us. No doubt wondering if I was all right. To be honest, I was wondering too. “You’re acting all paranoid.”

			“Sorry,” he mumbled, glancing at his phone. If he was worried about that van chasing us, why was he obsessed with his stupid phone all of a sudden? I wanted to smack it out of his hand.

			“Are you in trouble or something?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You’re still freaking out about those trolls.”

			“It’s more than that.” 

			“Then what is it?”

			“They’ve just got me worked up.”

			“Well, that’s obvious.”

			“You don’t get it,” he snapped. “When you’ve got this many followers, you can’t let them down. I mean, you can’t stop posting content.”

			“I’ve got followers too.” 

			

			“If you stop posting—”

			“Stop posting what?”

			He still wouldn’t look at me.

			“Wait.” I shook my head. “Are you posting stuff on Instagram?”

			“Just hear me out.”

			“You never told me about this. I thought you were only posting videos on TikTok. We had a deal. Instagram’s my thing.”

			“Yeah, I know.”

			“So what are you doing, Micah?”

			He lowered his head. “It’s not what it looks like.”

			“I thought we were working together.”

			“We are.”

			“Then why are you keeping secrets from me?”

			No answer.

			That’s when I lost it. 

			I grabbed my bike and pushed off.

			“Riley,” he shouted, but I didn’t turn around. 

			All this time, I’d been working hard, building my followers. And I did it all by myself. I never wanted to team up with someone else. Now Micah was throwing me under the bus. God, I should’ve known better.

			He used me.

			Micah kept yelling until his voice faded into the distance. I was in the zone, biking as fast as possible. The road was starting to look familiar—a black hole of strip malls and fast food signs. After cruising around Merritt Island, I knew there was a lot more out there. What? I wasn’t exactly sure, but I was going to find out. And I sure as hell didn’t need Micah Skinner getting in my way.

			I’d do it alone.
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			Zombie Apocalypse 

			Hospital food is so gross, you shouldn’t be allowed to call it “food.” It’s even more disgusting than the square pizza at school. You could say I’m an expert on hospitals. That’s because I’ve spent a lot of time in them.

			“Birdie, you need to eat,” Ya Ya says. “You’re fixing to give us another scare. And if you do, I’ll make sure you regret it.”

			Last night I had a full-blown panic attack. Jayce’s mom freaked out and called Shug. Believe me. Ya Ya’s boyfriend wasn’t hard to track down. Everybody knows him at the marina. And everybody knows they’re together. That’s what sucks about living in a small town. Basically, the entire universe is up in your business.

			When Ya Ya and Shug—my so-called parents—found me passed out in the bathroom, they dragged my ass to Parrish Medical Center. I heard you can spot a rocket launch from my room, but when I look out the window, all I see is a parking lot.

			After I puked my guts out this morning, I felt a lot better. Not enough to deal with a cup of fruit salad. In other words, breakfast. I stab the grapes with the end of my plastic spoon and flick away the slimy melon chunks. The stupid grapes still taste like melon. I guess it’s a cross-contamination.

			God, I fucking hate hospitals.

			Ya Ya glares at me. “Eat.”

			Not gonna lie. I feel bad. Really bad. Especially after I got an earful from Shug at the diner. All that stuff about making my gran cry.

			“I’m not really a fruit salad person,” I tell her.

			“Eat it anyway.”

			

			I shove a grape in my mouth, but it’s not helping. Then Shug pops into the room with a Styrofoam carton in his hands. 

			“The nurse said I could bring something,” he mumbles.

			“My ranch fries?” I’ve never been so excited about leftovers in my entire life. And let’s be real. Sometimes the best thing for breakfast is leftovers.

			He sets it on the tray near my bed. “When you’re ready,” he says, and I swear to god I want to hug him. For once all is well in the world of Riley-Jane.

			Until my phone buzzes.

			Ya Ya’s got it plugged into the wall, charging away on a table. I don’t recognize the number on the screen. Maybe I’m getting paranoid, but I feel like I shouldn’t answer. Then it lights up again, buzzing over and over.

			 “You don’t want your phone?” she asks. “It’s all juiced up. I charged it for you last night.”

			I stab another grape off my plate. “Is it okay if I just chill for now?”

			“Chill is right,” she says, zipping her leather jacket. “Why is it always so damn cold in here?”

			“Keeps away the germs.”

			I’m so tired, I forgot that I’m not supposed to have my phone in the first place. I guess Ya Ya isn’t pissed at me anymore. In fact, she seems a little nervous. She grabs the TV clicker and blasts through channels. A tennis match. Wheel of Fortune. Bears doing whatever bears do.

			My phone’s blowing up again.

			We both stare at it.

			“You want to turn that thing off?” she asks.

			When I reach for it, there’s a text floating on the screen:

			J-ACE: u awake?

			RILEYBIRD: Did you know that the North American grizzly can sleep up to eight months of the year?

			J-ACE: Goals.

			RILEYBIRD: Maybe that’s why they’re going extinct.

			

			J-ACE: feeling better?

			RILEYBIRD: Define better.

			J-ACE: Can you handle a visitor?

			RILEYBIRD: Depends on who’s visiting.

			J-ACE: She wants to talk to you.

			RILEYBIRD: ???

			J-ACE: Caitlin.

			

			Micah’s ex walks into my hospital room with a bouquet of daisies. Nobody’s ever brought me flowers in my entire life, but I think daisies are the way to go. She’s wearing a Florida State tee. Her reddish-brown hair is twisted into a bun. No makeup.

			Yeah, she’s super pretty.

			“Hope these stupid flowers last a while,” she says, tugging off the rubber bands. “Roses are the worst. They always go wilty the next day.”

			I sit up straight and tuck a strand of hair behind my ear, but I still feel like a hot mess. “Wilty’s no good.” 

			“Especially wilty roses.” She glances around the room, blinking. There’s no place to put the bouquet, so she plops it on my bed.

			Jayce stands in the doorway, hunched in his brother’s flight jacket. My gran’s right. It’s always freezing in this place. At least he came prepared. When Ya Ya sees him, she gets this look and I’m bracing myself for more drama. Then a little girl pokes her head into the room.

			“I saw you on TV,” she says flatly. She doesn’t smile or anything.

			Caitlin’s face is red. “Oh my god. Isabelle.”

			That’s the thing about kids. They just blurt stuff out. I’m guessing Isabelle’s around twelve. Her stubby fingernails are painted shades of black and gray. She’s in a Jack Skellington beanie, jean shorts and a T-shirt that says, Five Finger Death Punch, the words curled around a flaming skull.

			“That’s my little sister. Mom’s stuck at work so I’m in charge today.”

			

			Isabelle rolls her eyes. “No, you’re not.”

			I’m starting to like this kid.

			“Nice hat,” I tell her, but she still doesn’t crack a smile. Why does she look so familiar? Jayce’s photos. She was wearing that Nightmare Before Christmas beanie at the Moonlight drive-in. The kid slumped in the driver’s seat. 

			Ya Ya scoops the bouquet off my bed. “I’ll go downstairs and see if I can find some water.” My gran’s throwing hate-rays at Jayce, but she’s keeping it cool. Probably because Isabelle’s here.

			All this time, Shug hasn’t said much. He steals a chunk of melon off my tray, pops it in his mouth and chews. “Bet they’ve got ice-cream in the cafeteria. Maybe we should find out?”

			Isabelle’s messing with her phone. Slowly, her face tilts upward. “Can I come too?”

			“If it’s okay with your sister.”

			Caitlin nods. “Go for it, Izzy. You need cash?”

			She’s already out the door.

			To be honest, I kind of wish I could go with her.

			My gran laughs. It’s been a while since I’ve seen her in a semi-decent mood. She grabs Shug’s hand, my daisy bouquet tucked under her arm, and together they disappear around a corner into the hallway.

			Jayce gets up and clicks off the TV. It’s extra quiet all of a sudden. Even if the volume’s on mute, I always feel the Big Bang static. Now there’s just the noise churning inside my head.

			“Brought you a present,” he says, lifting up his hand.

			At first, I don’t see anything. Then he uncurls his fingers. There’s a sticker in the middle of his palm:

			FRAGILE

			He smacks it on my tray.

			“Wow. That’s so generous of you.”

			“Hospitals are freaky,” he says, walking across the room to the window. “You’re supposed to get better in here, but this place sort of makes you feel worse.”

			“Truth.” I lean back against the crinkly pillow. It wouldn’t be so bad if I brought my pillow from home. It’s splattered with weird stains and it smells like a dog sweater, but it’s my favorite thing in the world.

			“At least you’ve got a nice view,” he says, looking out. “In case you’re into the whole zombie apocalypse, face-eating thing.”

			I smile. Yeah, this place totally reminds me of an episode of The Walking Dead. No chance for survival.

			Right now I feel like a hundred percent crap.

			Maybe a thousand percent.

			Still, I can’t help smiling.

			Jayce is different from Micah. He moves slower. Speaks quieter. When he’s got something to say, he really thinks about it. And he’s funny as hell. (A lot of boys try to be funny and believe me, they fail in so many ways.)

			“Zombies are overrated.” I reach up and drag my fingers through my goose-fuzz. Sometimes I forget that I don’t have long hair anymore. It’s okay, though. For real. I mean, it’s not like my hair defines who I am. It’s just another part of me that’s changed over this summer.

			Caitlin eases herself onto the edge of my bed. I should probably hate her, right? She was Micah’s secret.

			But so was I.

			No, I don’t hate her.

			Not even on the smallest level.

			“Hey,” she says to me. “Can I borrow your charger? My phone’s about to die. Izzy’s been playing games on it all day. She has this weird obsession with World Series of Poker.”

			“Poker?”

			“She’s good at it too. It’s kind of scary.” Caitlin reaches under my bed and fumbles around, searching for the cord. I didn’t say she could borrow it, but whatever. “So you knew Micah,” she says.

			No doubt, she’s wondering exactly how I knew Micah. What am I supposed to say? It’s like she wants me to explain what happened before he fell. But I don’t have the strength to talk about that now.

			“On TV, they’re making it sound like he pushed you. I mean, before he fell. But Micah would never hurt anybody,” she says, blinking back tears. “I’m just trying to understand. I mean, he was like, the sweetest guy in the world.”

			“Was Micah your boyfriend?”

			She reaches into her purse and takes out a pack of tissues. “I guess he didn’t tell you about me.”

			“He didn’t tell me about a lot of things.”

			I stare at my empty tray.

			FRAGILE

			I’m not going to fall apart in front of this girl.

			We both want the same thing.

			The truth.

			“So he was with you too,” she says.

			“It’s not what you think.”

			“Then what is it?” 

			She’s starting to get angry now. I want to make things right. But what am I supposed to say to this girl?

			“He was playing both of us.”

			“Just so you know,” she says, “I broke up with him a few weeks before it happened. He was really upset about it. When he fell, I thought…”

			She doesn’t say it out loud.

			“You thought it was your fault.”

			She nods. 

			“Did you know about the game?” 

			“The game of dares. That’s one of the reasons we had to break up. It was like he cared more about these strangers online than being with me. All these people he’d never met in real life. His followers or whatever.”

			I sit up straight.

			So Micah told Caitlin.

			He didn’t tell me.

			“Micah was obsessed with that game.” Her cheeks are flushed and I swear, she’s about to cry. This is so messed up. “He thought it would make him famous.”

			“Do you know who’s setting up the challenges?”

			“He said it was anonymous. A locked account.”

			“And you saw Micah’s pictures?”

			She nods. “I tried to get him to stop, but he wouldn’t listen.”

			“You can’t stop playing. It’s one of the rules.”

			“Yeah, well. I didn’t believe it would go this far.”

			We’re both quiet for a moment.

			Caitlin glances out the window, then at me. “The roller coaster. You were there,” she says. “Please. Can you just tell me what happened?”

			I close my eyes.
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			Solar Eclipse

			Every summer the fair rolled into Brevard County with its broken-down rides. It’s the most excitement we ever get around here. The lights throbbing in time to 95.9 The Rocket, your favorite hits. The smell of fried Twinkies and the fenced-in pens for the bull-riding shows.

			I wasn’t there for Monster Truck Madness or the Bon Jovi tribute band. I was on the hunt for roller coasters. The taller, the better. Somehow I’d figure out a way to climb the tracks and post the most epic picture. My Instagram would finally go viral.

			The Jersey coaster that crumbled into the ocean? Only fifty-two feet tall. The one in England where that YouTube girl fell to her death? Almost double that height. I didn’t plan on climbing anything that tall at a traveling fair, but seventy feet is still pretty awesome. Even taller than the crane on Merritt Island.

			This coaster would be the highest thing I ever climbed.

			I was close to reaching a million likes. The epic pictures on that construction crane had pushed me to the top. I just needed one more big stunt. If I could hide somewhere on the fairgrounds, I’d sneak onto the coaster tracks after everybody got kicked out. At least, that was the idea. Sounds crazy, right? Well, I’ve already told you. A couple of rooftoppers had posted their coaster-climbing shots on Instagram and, yeah, they scored big.

			But none of them were girls.

			

			The line to the fair stretched around the block. I chained my bike to the fence near the parking lot and headed toward the front entrance. Rap music blasted from a wall of gigantic speakers. A tidal wave of heavy bass thumped in my fingertips. Not gonna lie. I was nervous as hell.

			I pushed a crumpled twenty at the goateed dude in the booth and he handed me a roll of tickets, but there was only one ride I cared about.

			“Just you?” he asked.

			I nodded.

			He shoved a plastic bracelet over my wrist. “Last call at midnight.”

			Good to know.

			As soon as I got past the gates, I started hunting for the Galaxy coaster. You’d think it wouldn’t be hard to find, but this place was insane. Little kids slamming through the crowd in light-up sneakers. Grandmas buzzing down the midway on electric scooters. I even spotted Mr. Haynes, my world history teacher from Luna Heights. He waved, but I looked away. It’s super awkward when you see teachers in real life.

			I shoved my way through the kiddie rides. The Dragon Wagon rattled in lazy circles near my old-school favorite, the swings. (When I was a kid, I never had to sweat the sign that says, You Must Be This Tall.) At last, I caught a glimpse of the coaster’s steel frame rising behind the Giant Wheel.

			No turning back. I grabbed my phone and snapped a few pics of the coaster from different angles. If I was going to climb this thing, I had to memorize the entire layout. I mean, burn it into my brain. The rungs on the scaffolding looked sturdy enough. Almost ladder-like. Yeah, I could handle this.

			Now I needed a place to hide.

			But where?

			Security was pretty tight. Big dudes with walkie-talkies were hanging out behind the rides. Maybe they were cops. I wasn’t really sure. You could bet the fairgrounds were loaded with cameras. Not to mention, everybody had a camera in their phone. And just like me, they were taking pictures nonstop.

			The Starship didn’t work out last time. I was probably in there for twenty minutes before I got caught. Yeah, the ride was shut down, but it wasn’t a decent hiding spot. Nothing to crouch under or squeeze into. Big mistake. I couldn’t mess up like that again. I was climbing the Galaxy no matter what.

			After I scoped out the coaster, I started walking around the midway, searching for any rides that were out of order. When I drifted past the funhouse, I didn’t see people waiting in line. That was my first clue.

			The Skeleton Train wasn’t anyone’s definition of scary—a track ride that looped around in the dark as monsters popped out at you. A rubber-faced witch that flopped back and forth. Blinking eyes and fake blood. You get the idea.

			I hadn’t stepped foot on the Skeleton Train since I was twelve, but it felt right. The sign locked to the gate said, temporarily closed. I scooted around it and headed straight toward the front of the ride. I figured nobody would care.

			“Hold up,” a guy shouted.

			I spun around.

			This dude in a bright red SECURITY T-shirt was barreling through the crowd. And he didn’t look happy. 

			“Just taking pictures,” I told him.

			“Of what?” he said, lighting a cigarette.

			“Come on, man.” I was kind of hoping he’d go away.

			Not a chance.

			I took off running up the steps. The little two-seaters were stuck on the tracks, each painted with a grinning skull. I swerved around the cars and stumbled into the beaded curtain draped over the ride’s tunnel-like entrance.

			My legs brushed against things as I staggered forward. Then I crashed onto my hands and knees, inching my way over who knows what. I almost reached for my phone, but I couldn’t use it as a flashlight. Not unless I wanted to get busted. 

			The security dude was right behind me, dropping f-bombs left and right. His cigarette lighter flared and disappeared as he moved past a wall splashed with bloody handprints. He was going to burn the whole place down if he didn’t chill.

			“Your choice,” he said. “Or go to jail.”

			

			I could hear him smashing into the ride’s stupid props. Rubber skeletons chained to the ceiling. A maze of glow-in the-dark tombstones. All that stuff was so fake, but trust me. I was shaking hardcore. Not gonna lie.

			As I crawled through the dark, my knees scraped the metal grooves in the floor. I kept following the zig-zaggy curve of the tracks. I didn’t care which direction it led. I needed a place to hide.

			When my forehead slammed against the wall, it was game over. Now I was in serious trouble. No way out. If the ride was actually working, I bet a trapdoor was supposed to open ahead of the tracks, but it was locked shut. I moved backward, stretching out my hands, and grabbed hold of something wooden and smooth.

			A coffin.

			In fact, it was the real deal. Not a Styrofoam prop. Could I get it open? I’d never seen one up close before. Only in vampire movies or whatever. The lid pushed back and I swung my leg inside. I didn’t expect it to be empty. And it wasn’t.

			The coffin was filled with garbage—crumpled soda cans and balled-up snack wrappers. It was beyond disgusting, but I gritted my teeth and sank down, dragging the lid over my head. Mr. Security was out there, searching for me. All I could do was hold my breath as he staggered through the tunnels, bumping into monsters in the dark.

			

			I don’t know how long I hid inside that coffin. When I checked my phone, it was past midnight. Time to jet. I couldn’t tell if it was safe to go outside. Still, I had to get moving. My muscles were stiff from being cramped so long. I pushed back the lid and slowly got up. It was majorly weird, standing in the middle of a coffin. Believe me. I don’t plan on doing it again.

			The tunnel led back to the Skeleton Train’s front entrance. I stumbled along the tracks, the same way I got into the ride. I didn’t even take out my phone. No way could I risk getting caught. Not to mention, my battery was dying. If I was going to pull off this epic coaster climb, I’d need pictures.

			I kept thinking about what Micah told me. He made it sound important. The fact that I was a rooftopping girl. And he was right. I didn’t want to hide anymore. What would happen if I showed my face on Instagram?

			The fairgrounds were empty. All the fast food booths were draped in polka-dotted tents, but I could smell the meat and grease lacing the night air. The carousel was locked under a steel awning. So strange to see the Tilt-a-Whirl frozen in mid-spin. No lights blinking above the sideshows.

			No nothing.

			It felt like the end of the world. 

			As I raced toward the coaster, the ground was slick and gleaming. The carny guys must’ve hosed it down after everybody left. If the cement was damp, it probably got sprayed not too long ago. Maybe this place looked abandoned, but I knew better.

			A chain-link fence wrapped around the entire fairgrounds. Behind it was a clump of woods. If you felt like smoking weed or making out with some random guy, that’s exactly where you’d go. The pines were draped with Spanish moss and it was dark as hell. I didn’t expect to see a flashlight slicing into the gloom. I figured the cops were kicking people out. Then a shout blasted through the trees.

			I pressed my face against the chain link.

			Somebody was in the woods.

			The flashlight swayed and disappeared behind the pines. More shouts. It was pretty obvious I wasn’t alone. I looked back at the Galaxy coaster, its breathtaking corkscrew. Now was the time to move.

			The gate surrounding the coaster was pretty tall. It took a couple tries before I finally hauled myself over. The tracks were right there. I grabbed my phone and started taking pictures like crazy. Then I posted the best shot on Bad Altitude.

			

			ready for takeoff…

			Seconds later, the comments were rolling in.

			going up!

			omg…my hands are sweating!!!

			is this for real?

			The trolls were sharpening their claws, waiting to tear me apart.

			I’d show them who was for real.

			The first section of the coaster wasn’t too bad. I had a nice row of steps beside the tracks and a guard rail to hold onto. It’s called a “lift hill” for a reason—the steel curves slanted at a diagonal and plunged down. That’s where I had to be careful. I was already getting tired, but I had to keep moving. As fast as possible.

			Looking out at the fairgrounds, I couldn’t believe the view. It’s one thing when you’re rocketing over the Galaxy’s twists and turns at forty miles per hour. When I stood at the top of the tracks, I was blown away. This was beyond anything I’d posted on Instagram. My crane pics were epic, but you didn’t get the same perspective. I mean, it was hard to tell I was up that high.

			This was different.

			The coaster’s jaw-dropping loops towered all around. The height was insane. And I was flying. In the distance, the causeway sloped toward the water with its chain of headlights. I even spotted a few boats glinting on the ocean. Now was the time. I reached for my skull-print bandana, then crammed it back in my pocket.  

			When I said I never showed my face, I lied.

			I held my phone in front of me.

			Lifted it high.

			And hit SEND.

			In the picture, you can’t see that I’m churning. All you see is a girl on top of the universe. Her hair snapping in the breeze. The coaster’s barrel rolls and hammerhead turns rising above it all.

			

			U a girl?

			That was the first comment.

			Nothing about how I’d risked my life for that shot. And you better believe I was waiting for security to bust me. Any minute now.

			The likes were blowing up my phone. So many likes, I’d never seen it go this fast. I couldn’t tell if it was the coaster alone. The danger level of that stunt. Or the fact that I’d finally revealed my identity to thousands of followers online.

			They were eating it up.

			sickkkkk capture

			nice view ;)

			killed it

			mad crazy height

			This was it.

			I was going viral.

			Not only was I racking up the likes, I was scoring tons of new followers. All within the space of ten minutes. I was so caught in the drama, I couldn’t move. You’d think I’d put away my stupid phone. Get my ass off that coaster. But no.

			Somebody was moving along the bottom of the tracks. I glanced down at the hooded figure inching their way upwards. I figured it was security. Yeah, I was in for it. Then my brain clicked into gear. Security wouldn’t try to climb that high. It was much too dangerous. Instead, they’d wait at the entrance to the ride. I was trapped on the Galaxy coaster. 

			So who was climbing behind me?

			The daredevil was making good time. Maybe he’d done this before? Another camera-ready rooftopper hoping to score big on Instagram? I was starting to get pissed. This was supposed to be my climb and someone was already challenging it. That wasn’t part of the plan.

			He picked an especially tricky spot to scale—the inclined loop on the opposite side of the lift hill where I crouched, watching him. I couldn’t just walk along those tracks. I’d have to pull myself up that steep curve like the world’s tallest ladder. And don’t let go. 

			A siren yanked me back to planet Earth. My head was throbbing from the buzz of reaching that height. My pic going viral. That kid trying to up my game. Whoever he was. Now the cops had swarmed the base of the Galaxy coaster. Their lights swayed across the tracks, shifting red to blue.

			I squinted against the brightness. God, I was in so much trouble. I’d probably go to jail for this stunt, but it was so worth it. At least, that’s what I thought. I glanced back at my rival climber. The badges on his jacket sparkling against the dark sky. His hood pushed back, his curls ruffled in the breeze.

			Micah. 

			What was he doing? I couldn’t make sense out of it. He’d reached the top of the inclined loop. Slowly, he began to stand upright. It looked like he was about to jump, but that’s crazy, right? I mean, he wouldn’t do something that stupid.

			Would he? 

			I shouted his name. Still, he wouldn’t look at me. There was no doubt in my mind. He was going to do it, after all.

			The ultimate stunt. 

			I didn’t know if I could reach him. The loop was probably a hundred feet of track. I started climbing backward down the slope, inch by inch, the same way I came, but quickly realized that wasn’t going to work. I had to swing around to the opposite side of the launch hill. In other words, the plunge straight down.

			My fingers were slick as I crawled across the top. I moved forward, inch by inch, until I was facing the opposite direction. I kept going that way, feet first, until the climb was too steep. Then I held on tight and slowly turned around.

			Everybody at the base of the coaster was lifting their phones. Taking pictures. A man yelled at me to get down, but I didn’t stop. Now I was climbing up again, but it was so much harder this time. I kept my gaze locked on Micah. His face was blank—no emotion—and his T-shirt was splotched with blood. When his eyes flicked over me, he took a step back.

			“Riley,” he said. “Please. Just leave, okay?”

			Where was I supposed to go?

			My head pounded with questions. How long had he been at the fairgrounds? The blood on his shirt. Why was it there? My entire body was numb with dread. More than I’d ever felt in my whole life.

			Micah turned away. That’s when I noticed the gash above his ear, the wetness seeping into his hair.

			“Just go,” he said. “This is my shot.”

			The coaster was my idea. And he was going to ruin my chance at fame. It’s pretty obvious he was using me all this time. I wanted to say something that would make him listen. There were no words. Only the sound of a girl sobbing.

			This girl was me.

			We were supposed to help each other find locations.

			Not steal them.

			I thought he actually cared. He tried to stop me from climbing that coaster.  Why? Because he was already planning on doing it. God, how could I be so stupid? He didn’t even have the guts to climb the crane. Now he was totally out of his league. Micah wasn’t a climber. That was my superpower.

			“Watch it,” I shouted. “You’ve got to hold onto something.”

			He raised his hand. The phone was clenched between his fingers. He was so into taking the picture, it was like nothing else mattered.

			I was shouting at Micah, but he wouldn’t listen. He just stood there, swaying on the tracks. In the distance, I could see the highway, a thin ribbon, the cars streaking north.

			I reached out and grabbed his sleeve.

			Then he slipped.

			He was clinging to the bars, his face frozen with fear. I wasn’t strong enough to pull him back up. The coaster tilted sideways as a high-pitched buzzing threaded the air. Then the tracks slanted upwards and fell away. 

			Blood.

			

			The warmth soaking my leg was blood.

			I struggled to move, but the pain clamped me to the tracks. Nothing in the universe existed at that moment except pain and blood. The rustwater-taste of it flooded my mouth as the stickiness clung to my jeans.

			I was upside-down, twisted in the track a few feet below the inclined loop. The police lights were a dying sun, swelling and finally collapsing into a pinprick of brightness. This was where I breathed.

			All around the fairgrounds, people ran toward the coaster, hoping it was a bad dream.

			Don’t look.

			My phone slipped out of my pocket and tumbled to the ground. It was built of plastic and lead and tin. Stronger than the meat in my leg. It would crash into the dirt near the tracks, the screen slowly fading against the dark.
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			Bone Ladders

			Caitlin stares out the window at the empty parking lot. “He used to get bullied a lot. Did you know that?”

			“Micah was bullied?”

			“He didn’t have a lot of friends. I really think he just wanted people to like him.”

			“What about Lucas? How did Micah get to be friends with your brother?”

			“At the skate park,” she says, looking away.

			“McGriff?”

			“Yeah. I was, like, the only girl there.”

			“And that’s where you met Micah.”

			She nods real fast, blinking away tears. “Lucas is a lot older than me. When I was a kid, I followed him around like a dog. Then my parents split up last summer,” she says, staring at the floor. “My brother was kind of having a hard time. He dropped out of school and couldn’t find a job around here. My dad got sick of him sitting on the couch all day, playing Xbox, so he kicked him out.”

			“Where is Lucas now?”

			“He sort of drifts around. Micah said they’d been squatting at this house down in Whispering Oaks.”

			“Do you know where the house is at?”

			She shakes her head. “He doesn’t even talk to Mom anymore. She wants him to come home, but I don’t think it’s going to happen. It’s like he’s changed into a different person.”

			It’s the same thing Jayce told me about Micah.

			Neither of us says anything. I figure my gran and Shug are coming back with Isabelle any minute now. If I’m getting answers out of Caitlin, I don’t have much time. What can I do to make her trust me?

			“Just so you know,” I say, leaning closer. “It’s not what they keep saying on TV. I mean, it totally was an accident.”

			“But here’s what I really don’t understand,” she says, rubbing her eyes. “Why were you there too?”

			“Because the roller coaster was my idea.”

			I’ve been holding this secret inside for so long, I don’t know what I’m supposed to feel. It’s the same, dizzying head rush I’d get from climbing a rooftop. The crash of relief once I’d climbed the highest lookout and the whole world fell into perspective. All the people and the cars below.

			I’m free.

			But I’ll never really be free.

			Not from the endless whistle drilling my ears. The blood sprayed on the tracks of that coaster. Blood thudding inside me too. A secret universe. The bone ladders holding me together.

			It will never leave me alone.

			Jayce turns around. “You?”

			I don’t know what to say. He hates me now.

			Maybe I deserve it.

			He’s shouting now. “Riley,” he says. “Look at me.”

			So I look.

			I can’t lie anymore.

			Micah’s brother is strangely quiet. I wait for him to scream at me. Tell me I’m no good. Because that’s what I deserve. I turn away, but he puts his hand on my shoulder.

			“This isn’t your fault,” he says, looking right at me. “Don’t blame yourself, Riley.”

			I don’t have to carry this weight.

			What Micah did that night isn’t my fault. 

			I rub the sting from my eyes. When I glance up, Ya Ya’s in the doorway. She’s got my daisies tucked under her arm and she’s holding a cup of ice cream. Rainbow sprinkles. The whole works.

			How much did she hear?

			

			“We couldn’t find a vase,” she says, handing me the bouquet. “Can’t buy a vase without flowers. And we’ve already got that covered.”

			Isabelle marches into the room and heaves herself into the chair. “Can we go home now?”

			Caitlin nods. “Yeah, we should probably get going.”

			Jayce digs in his pocket and takes out his car keys. “Text you later, okay?” he says to me.

			“If you’re heading north, stay off the highway,” Ya Ya tells him. “Traffic’s a nightmare at this hour. Floodgates are open.”

			Hold up.

			Did my gran actually talk to Micah’s brother without dropping an f-bomb? I’m so surprised, I almost fall out of that stupid hospital bed.

			“Real sweet of you and your girlfriend to visit,” she adds.

			Jayce opens his mouth, as if he’s about to say something. Then he turns and disappears into the hallway.

			Caitlin tugs her little sister out of the chair. “Come on, Izzy. Let’s get on the road before Mom kills me.”

			“Hold on.” Isabelle gawks at her phone. “I’m about to destroy this guy.” 

			“You can destroy him later.”

			Caitlin’s phone is still charging on the floor. I scoot down and unplug the cord. “Don’t forget this.”

			“Almost did,” she says, cramming it in her purse. “Feel better, okay?”

			“I’ll try.”

			She smiles. “Good.”  

			I sort of planned on hating this girl. But I don’t hate her. Maybe in a different situation we would be friends. She’s just as hurt and confused as I am about Micah and everything that happened before he fell. Now I know what I need to do. I’m going to track down Lucas—wherever he is—and find out what he knows.

			“Better eat this before it melts into a Chunky Monkey puddle,” my gran says, popping a spoonful of ice cream in her mouth. “Sure beats that godawful rabbit food from this morning.”

			I grab a spoon and dig in. Yeah, it’s half-melted, but she’s right. “Way better than rabbit food.”

			“Brought you a little care package,” she says, reaching into her purse. She scatters a bunch of magazines on the bed. My gran knows I’m not into that stuff. Why did she waste her money? She flips through the pages, then shoves it in front of my face.

			I can’t believe what I’m looking at.

			My Instagram pic that went viral. Only this time, it’s on the front cover of that magazine. This is bad. Really bad. I feel like I’m going to puke. 

			“You could’ve got yourself killed,” she says, flicking through pages. “What the hell were you thinking?”

			I shrug and look away.

			When I was Bad Altitude, I always covered my face. But there’s one pic where I’m not covered up.

			The roller coaster.

			She stares at that picture for a long time. I wait for her to start yelling, but instead, she laughs. I mean, she actually looks sort of impressed.

			“They should’ve paid you,” she says. “These pictures are something else, Birdie.”

			My gran’s not mad at me?

			“Well, that was sort of the idea,” I explain. “Getting paid. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before.”

			“Your mom liked to take pictures too.”

			“She did?”

			“But she wasn’t this good. When we get home, maybe I can look for her old Nikon. It’s got to be around someplace.”

			“So how long am I stuck here?” The doctor had already checked my heart, my blood. All systems go.

			A panic attack.

			That’s what he called it.

			“We’re busting you out today.”

			

			“For real?” It sounds too good to be true.

			Ya Ya reaches over and squeezes my hand. “Birdie, I’ve been pushing you too hard. Thought it might help you get back on track. But I did the wrong thing.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I had a little talk with Shug. We’re on the same page. You can go back to school in the fall. Or next year if you need more time. Now it’s your choice.”

			“I actually have a choice?”

			“Well, you actually do.”

			I’m not sure I believe it.

			“Let me think about this,” I tell her.

			“You do that,” she says, grabbing her purse. “We’re heading out. I’ll see if there’s a vase for these flowers at home. Got to be one kicking around somewhere. Your mom’s camera too. If I tidied up a bit, who knows what we’ll find.”

			Wait. Ya Ya’s going to start cleaning that place? I bet she’ll come back with my daisies in a plastic milk jug.

			As she gathers up her stuff, Shug appears in the doorway. He’s wearing her Marlins cap and a big grin. “It’s going to be a hunt for buried treasure.”

			“Good Lord,” she says. “About time we had a garage sale. A lot of that junk might be worth some cash.”

			He laughs. “Only one way to find out.”

			I can’t help wondering if my gran’s boyfriend has anything to do with her new obsession with garage sales and “tidying up”. When they’re out the door, I’m finally alone. It’s almost too quiet. Not that it’s ever quiet in a hospital. You’ve got all these weird beeps in the hallway. Phones jangling. Nurses hustling back and forth and laughing like it’s one big party.

			If I’m alone, why do I feel like I’m being watched?

			I reach for my phone.

			J-ACE: hibernating yet?

			RILEYBIRD: I wish.

			J-ACE: does your grandma still hate me?

			

			RILEYBIRD: only a little.

			J-ACE: hey, sorry if that was awkward.

			RILEYBIRD: my entire life is awkward.

			J-ACE: what now, Sherlock?

			RILEYBIRD: maybe we can find Lucas. 

			J-ACE: whispering oaks isn’t that big.

			He’s right, but that only makes it easier to get lost.

			How are we going to find Caitlin’s brother?

			I’ve checked my Instagram a million times today. Right now, I wish I could delete it off my phone and never look at it again. Still, my finger hovers over the little camera-shaped app, daring me to open it.

			So I do.

			The first thing I see is my arm. The crescent burn. That’s because I’m not following anybody on this profile. It’s the last picture I shared online.

			#free_the_horses

			In the corner of the screen, the message icon glows. I don’t want to click on it, but I can’t hide forever.

			…if you quit the game, I will find you…

			I stare at the words on the screen. It was sent almost an hour ago. And it’s not the only one. My inbox is flooded. If I quit, they will find me. The same horrible words over and over. I keep scrolling until I reach the end. This time there are no words. Only a picture that leaves me shaking with dread.

			My own face staring back at me.
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			Supergirl

			In Whispering Oaks, an American flag droops off a front porch. The stars and stripes have faded, the edges torn to ribbons. As we drive past the tree-shaded blocks, I’ve lost count of all the abandoned houses. Lucas might be camping out behind any of those boarded-up windows. I don’t even know where to start looking.

			“Another dead end,” Jayce mutters, steering the car around. “You sure this is a good idea? What if he won’t talk to us?”

			“He knows something. That’s why he’s hiding.”

			“Well, we have to find him first.”

			I glance down at my phone. No matter how many times I click on that picture, I can’t grasp it. My face staring back at me. Is this what Micah saw—the flood of messages, his own startled face—the night we raced that van on our bikes?

			I will find you.

			The picture doesn’t show much. I only know that it’s recent because my hair is clipped short. If they took this close-up of my face, it means something so horrible, I can’t even think about it.

			They were standing next to me.

			“Pictures can be faked,” Jayce told me. “They could’ve grabbed a screenshot off your Instagram.”

			He’s right. Pictures don’t always tell the truth. But this shot wasn’t stolen from the rooftop selfies I posted online. Why are they trying to hurt me? The questions swirl inside my head. 

			We turn onto Lane Avenue and slow in front of a house so wrecked, part of the roof has collapsed. All the windows are boarded up. A plastic tarp sags over the porch, where newspapers droop on a clothesline.

			I don’t want to go inside that house.

			I’ve snuck into so many dangerous places. Factories and warehouses and abandoned shopping malls. Somehow this feels different. 

			Jayce pulls to the side of the road and cuts the ignition. Rain streaks down the windshield, blurring our view.

			“I don’t know, Riley,” he says, slumping against the seat. “This doesn’t feel right. Maybe we should get out of here.”

			I listen to the rain drum the car’s hood.

			Then I get out of the car.

			

			The house looks even worse up close. I bet it was real pretty a long time ago. Now there’s a battered old washing machine rusting on the porch, along with soup cans filled with rusty nails.

			Jayce snaps his umbrella shut and tosses it on the porch. “Think this place is abandoned?”

			“Sure feels like it.” On the steps, I spot a heap of twig-like bones. I’m not sure if something collapsed and died. Or if it got chewed up and spit out.

			Although the windows are boarded shut with plywood, the front door isn’t. When I was really little, my mom had a crappy apartment with a door like that. At the top is a peephole shaped like a moon chopped down the middle, as if you’re looking through a telescope, but you only get half the show.

			I cup my hands and squint inside.

			The hallway’s crammed with junk. I can’t even tell what I’m looking at. The only thing I can make out is a coat rack tipped against the wall. On every rung, a clump of Spanish moss dangles and curls like a sea creature at low tide. It’s sort of beautiful and scary all at once.

			Something lunges at the window. A dog. And it’s a really big dog, judging by the sound of it. I jolt backward as it leaps at me again.

			The door swings open.

			

			Yeah, it’s a big dog. And it’s tugging at the end of a chain held by a gray-haired man. This guy has tattoos smeared all over his arms. A beater tugged over his enormous belly. Not a festive gut. He’s just freaking huge.

			“Better get off my property,” he says, yanking the dog’s chain. “Unless you want to lose a finger.” Then he glances at me. “You’re that girl. The one who got hurt at the fair.”

			Hurt.

			“We didn’t know anybody was here.” I try to explain, but it comes out wrong.

			Jayce gives me a look. I can tell he wants to run away. But I can’t run. So we stand on this guy’s porch as the rain sprays off the railings.

			“Seen you too,” the guy says to Jayce. “You were on TV.”

			My brain is static. The dog won’t stop lunging at us. I need to come up with something fast.

			“This is my brother.”

			Told you I was an expert liar.

			The old guy doesn’t look convinced. “You two lost?”

			“Just looking for a friend.”

			“What’s the name?”

			“Lucas.”

			“Lucas what?”

			Now I’m really stuck. 

			Jayce steps forward. “It’s Lucas Rosen.”

			“Don’t know him,” the guy says, scratching his throat. “His family from around here?”

			I don’t say anything.

			He frowns. “We had a problem with squatters. Bunch of guys busted into this dump on Sherry Street. Trashed the place. Set fire to the yard, if you can believe it. Damn shame. That’s what it is.”

			“When was this?” I ask.

			“Couple weeks ago.” He’s watching real close. I get the feeling he’s waiting for us to go away, but trying to figure us out.

			“Well, thanks for the help.” I don’t look back. I just plunge into the rain. At this point, I don’t care if I’m soaked to the bone.

			“Hey,” the old guy shouts. “They ever find out why?”

			At first, I’m not sure what he means.

			He wants to know why Micah climbed the roller coaster.

			“No,” I tell him.

			“Shame.” He shakes his head. “A real damn shame.”

			

			A couple days before we hopped the train, Micah took me to a spot a few miles from the Air Base. I was always on the hunt for insta-worthy pics. Micah was sort of an expert at finding the sickest locations. Of course, he got a ton of help from his followers online.

			But this place?

			I’d never seen anything on that level.

			The plane was a fighter jet. How did it end up in the woods? It didn’t smash through the oaks and nosedive into the muck. The wings were still bolted to its mosquito-shaped body. Not to mention, the dense maze of palmetto scrub and moss-crusted branches surrounding us was so thick, I bet those trees had sprouted hundreds of years ago. Long before people steered airplanes into the clouds.

			Micah shoved his BMX in the grass. He was already making his way toward the abandoned jet. My brain was churning in high gear. On a rooftop, I felt a little more in control. Micah had brought me to the middle of freaking nowhere. Anything could go wrong. Yeah, we could go to jail if we got busted. But we could also get poisoned by water moccasins. Or dragged off into the St. Johns River by a hungry gator. Who knows? Maybe some crazy meth-head was camping out in that plane, just waiting for us to knock on his door. 

			In the distance, a string of pop pop pops exploded through the woods.

			“Was that a gun?” I glanced around, but there was only the breeze stirring the palmetto fronds.

			

			He nodded. “Hunters.”

			“And they’re hunting what exactly?”

			“Birds.” He shrugged.

			The gunshots were louder now. Still, we plowed toward the jet. Another round of pops fired off and I winced. 

			“Maybe we shouldn’t get too close.”

			“You scared?” He tugged his camera out of his backpack. “I didn’t come all this way to take pictures of trees.”

			“Well, neither did I.”

			“Then prove it.” He marched ahead, whistling.

			I’ve got to admit that plane was epic. The cockpit was so narrow, only one tiny human could squeeze in there. A pair of straps dangled over the seat. I tried to imagine what it feels like. I mean, flying into battle. Most of the controls were ripped out. Just a panel of empty circles left. A row of hollowed-out eyes.

			“Why is it here?” The wings were stained green and the tires were shriveled flat, but I could totally picture it blasting off.

			“Somebody dumped it.” Micah traced his thumb along the rusted bolts. He wasn’t taking pictures. He was lost in his own galaxy.

			“Okay,” I said. “That’s kind of obvious. But shouldn’t it be in a museum or something?”

			“It’s garbage now.” He rubbed his face.

			I thought about the junk I’d found in abandoned houses. Sometimes a family walked away and never came back. The things they used to care about—photo albums and stuffed animals and creaky old furniture—didn’t mean anything now. At least, not to the people left behind. The plane belonged to no one. It was a memory of something bad that happened a long time ago. Still, I figured it deserved better than rotting in a swamp.

			I glanced at Micah’s jacket. All those official-looking patches. “Your dad was in the Air Force, right?”

			He picked up a rock and hurled it at that plane. Then he did it again. A crow swooped over us and for a second, I thought he might hit it too. I shoved his arm and he beamed the rock into the dirt.

			“Come on,” I said, pulling him away. “Let’s go.”

			Micah sank to the ground. He sort of swayed back and forth, shoulders shaking. That’s when I realized he was crying. I scooted next to him and he leaned against me. We stayed like that for a long time. I wanted to take the hurt away, but I didn’t know how. 

			When we finally walked to our bikes, I listened for that crow but heard nothing. The oaks swayed in the breeze. There was only the hum of an airplane miles above us, slicing through the sky.

			

			We’re driving in circles. None of the houses on this block look abandoned, though a few still have their hurricane shutters. I guess that’s why the old guy’s place was boarded up with plywood. A lot of people can’t afford shutters. I should know. My gran’s one of them.

			The guy said there was a fire. If that’s true, I don’t see any burned-out wrecks around here. No scorch marks in the driveways. Or bald patches of grass. In some backyards, the trees are so thick, it’s more swamp than house.

			“Want to turn around?” Jayce asks. “Can’t see shit out this windshield. And my mom’s getting off work soon.”

			The wipers slap back and forth. I’m supposed to be home. “Resting.” But there’s no time to rest. I stare out the windshield. In the distance, there’s a bike tossed in a yard. Its wheels have been stripped. The seat too. But not the handlebars in the grass, checkered like a racing flag.

			

			As we head across the road, Micah’s BMX isn’t the only thing hidden in the weeds. The yard is spiked with broken glass. Not scattered by accident. Somebody must’ve jammed it into the dirt on purpose.

			“Watch out,” Jayce says, nudging a beer bottle with his sneaker. He gawks at the handlebars tossed on the lawn. “My brother was obsessed with that bike.”

			We’re both wondering the same thing.

			Why is Micah’s bike here?

			Now that we’re in front of the house, I can make out the blackened patches in the tall grass, faint smudges left from a burn. The driveway’s empty. All the windows are covered up with flowery bed sheets.

			I grab the doorknob and push.

			“What are you doing?” he whispers.

			“Exploring.”

			The door slams against the wall with a bang.

			I lied when I told you that abandoned places smell the same. This house reeks of cigarettes. Burnt meat. And something I haven’t smelled in a long time. My mom’s self-cleaning oven. When she cranked it up, I almost puked from the greasy smoke.

			Jayce backs away from the door. “Hold on. You can’t just walk in there.”

			I’m already inside. It’s so dark, I can’t tell what I’m looking at. There’s a plastic chair in a corner of the room and that’s where Lucas is sitting, expressionless and silent, with a knife pointed at me.

			

			“Have a seat,” Lucas says.

			I glance around, but there’s no place to sit. A ton of pots and pans are scattered across the floor, catching the rain as it pings from the ceiling. I sink down on the filthy carpet.

			When Jayce stumbles into the hallway, Lucas jumps up. For a second, the boys don’t move. The only thing I hear is water splatting into those pans. I want to tell him to run. Get out while he has a chance. But Lucas is right there, holding the knife. His voice is calm when he says, “Close the door.”

			As Jayce swings the door shut, the room grows darker. The front window, smothered by that flowery bed sheet, is the only shred of light.

			Lucas stares. “This your boyfriend?”

			I don’t know what to say.

			

			Slowly, Jayce moves onto the floor.

			“Micah’s brother,” Lucas says, easing into the chair. “And Supergirl.” He blinks, as if he’s been asleep until now. “Guess your climbing days are over.”

			I swallow hard.

			He snorts a laugh. “Hey, I’m only giving you a hard time. Don’t get mad or nothing.”

			“Your sister says you got into some trouble.”

			“Caitlin? You talked to her?” He lowers the knife, but doesn’t let go.

			“She says you can come home, if you want.”

			He shakes his head. “Is that why you’re here? She sent you?”

			“Not exactly.”

			“Then what do you want?” 

			“I want to talk to you about Micah.”

			“Yeah?”

			“You were with him that night.”

			“What’s that?” he says, as if he didn’t quite hear.

			“Before he fell.”

			He walks across the room, moving closer. The knife’s right there in his hand. “Why does it matter?”

			“Do you even care that Micah’s gone?”

			All around us, the rain splats into those pots and pans.

			“We had a deal,” Lucas says. “He was going to split the cash.”

			“What cash?”

			“When I got famous. He can’t skate as good as me, but I didn’t have the equipment to make the videos.”

			“So you were business partners.”

			“Exactly. Then he said you guys were working together and he didn’t need me anymore. That’s when I kind of lost it. He had it coming anyway. I should’ve knocked his teeth out.”

			Now it’s starting to make sense. The boys got in a fight before Micah showed up at the fair. So that’s why his T-shirt was flecked with blood.

			“You took his bike.”

			Lucas shrugs. “He owed me money. Before you came along, me and him were a team. He said if I got enough followers, we’d hit the jackpot.”

			“But it didn’t happen.”

			“Everybody’s posting shit online. They all want to be famous, right? You’re one of them, Supergirl. I don’t see you getting any richer.”

			Micah was just using Lucas all along.

			Same thing he did to me.

			“And the game?”

			His mouth tightens. “He told you about that, huh? The challenges or whatever it’s called.”

			“Do you know who’s behind it?”

			Lucas closes his eyes. “A monster.”

			“That’s why we’ve got to shut it down.”

			“Good luck with that. It won’t stop people from chasing fame.”

			A million likes.

			Micah used us. The skate kid who was so good, he could’ve landed the promo. The girl who won thousands of followers, the higher she climbed. But Micah ditched both of us for the game. It must’ve been too tempting, all the likes he started racking up on Instagram. He cared more about strangers online than people he knew in real life. Isn’t that what Caitlin said?

			Lucas stands there, picking his teeth with the knife. “Now go.”

			“Please. You can’t tell us anything else?”

			“Told you enough.”

			Jayce glances at me. Then he starts moving toward the door. My legs are shaky as I follow behind him. 

			“You know the best way to catch a monster?” Lucas calls out.

			I turn around.

			He grins. “Set a trap.”

			

			Moonbeams

			We should’ve gone back by now.

			Fly back to the moon.

			Nobody’s walked up there since 1972. It’s weird to think my mom was alive (well, barely) and I wasn’t, but I guess you figured that out.

			The last astronaut on the moon was Captain Gene Cernan. You don’t hear about him as much as Neil Armstrong and Buzz and everybody else. Shouldn’t the last guy get as much attention as the first?

			While Captain Cernan steered the moon buggy in circles, he thought about his daughter back on Earth. She was nine. Too little to really get it. The fact that her dad was the last human to step foot in the lunar dust.

			Tracy asked her dad to bring something back. Maybe a cool rock or whatever. He promised to bring home a moonbeam. It sounds like the sort of bullshit a dad would say, but don’t ask me. Because I wouldn’t know.

			A lot of people believe that Captain Cernan scraped his daughter’s name in a moon rock. It isn’t true, but if people want to believe something, it’s sort of impossible to change their minds.

			Here’s what he really did.

			He traced her initials in the sand.

			It’s still up there.

			Nothing will ever blow it away.

			When I’m sad about my mom, I like to think about somebody finding that kid’s name. Maybe a thousand years from now. I really hope it doesn’t take that long, but the way things are going on planet Earth, it will probably never happen.

			Anyway, a moonbeam is way better than a rock.

			Don’t you think?

		

	
		
			Note

			something else I should mention

			When I said Micah Skinner wasn’t my friend, I lied.

			But I guess you figured that out.
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			Comets

			I used to wish for hurricanes. A real big one. Big enough to destroy everything in my school. Then I wouldn’t have to run laps while Coach Truman blew that stupid whistle. All those birthday candles and falling stars must’ve been worth it. Because I never thought my wish would come true.

			The hurricane slammed into Brevard County last summer, but it hit Whispering Oaks pretty hard. The driveways are piled with dead trees and dumpsters and heaps of broken furniture. It reminds me of the dollhouse I glued together. I never really played with it, but there was something beautiful about the mouse-sized tables and chairs tucked inside those tiny rooms (the best part was tipping it upside down and watching all that stuff fall on the carpet). 

			Jayce walks beside me as the sun begins to fade. The things people kept secret are now in plain sight. At the end of the block, a rain-soaked chair sits all by itself, as if waiting for someone to find it.

			“You think Lucas is the one behind the game?” Jayce asks.

			“No. He was pissed at Micah for breaking their deal or whatever. And he blames me for getting in the way.”

			“Then who?”

			“A monster. Isn’t that what he said?”

			When I was little, the wind used to scare me. It was only the branches scraping against my bedroom window. All the things I couldn’t see. Not ghosts. I didn’t believe in stuff like that, but even as a kid, I knew monsters were real.

			I trace my hand along a coral rock wall. A long time ago, someone tried to build a house on this empty lot. Guess they must’ve picked an easier spot to plant their dreams. A place where the dirt is soft. Not smashed with the ocean’s bones.

			The hurricane made the tide loosen its grip. It put seaweed in the trees and boats in the grass. As Jayce and I walk through Whispering Oaks, I imagine we’re the last souls on earth. Everything’s so quiet. I bet some of those houses don’t even have electricity. That’s pretty scary, right? All those rooms where no light shines. But to be honest, I’ve been through worse than darkness.

			

			At sundown, a cruise ship drifts past Jetty Park. I can tell where it’s headed by the mouse ears painted above the deck. Actually, I don’t think it’s going anywhere. It just floats around. I guess that’s enough for some people. A theme park on the ocean.

			Jayce dropped me off on the beach an hour ago. My gran’s not home yet. So I’m hanging out with the seagulls and that stray dog who comes and goes. This is sort of my meditation spot, in case you’re wondering. Right now I need all the Zen I can get.

			I keep checking Instagram, but there’s no new messages. Only the posts with my dares. A blurry picture of my face. I must’ve looked at it a thousand times. Still, I have no clue where it was taken. The strange fluorescent light. Someplace indoors. A mall or a restaurant.

			Or a hospital.

			I’ve spent a lot of time in hospitals, but trust me. I didn’t have many visitors. Caitlin was the first in a while. Did she take that picture? Her phone was charging on the floor. So it has to be someone else. My mind races as I count the people in that room. Jayce was by the window, his back turned away from me. Ya Ya and Shug were downstairs.

			Isabelle.

			She’s just a kid. Why would she want to hurt me? Until a couple days ago, I didn’t even know she existed. I stare at that picture on my phone. Then I open up Google Images and search for ISABELLE ROSEN.

			

			Dozens of faces spill onto the screen. So many girls with the same name. Girls with unicorn T-shirts and purple eye shadow and mermaid hair. A whole universe locked inside that grid. This is going to be a lot harder than I thought.

			A universe can’t exist by itself, right?

			I try searching again. This time, I add another name.

			CAITLIN

			The screen fills with a new picture. Caitlin, her face wreathed in Day-Glo butterflies. I scroll to the next shot, where she’s standing on the beach, glittery tears leaking from her eyes. It’s all fake. Nothing looks like this in real life.

			Instagram filters.

			That’s how you pull off those freaky special effects. Cat whiskers. Bunny ears. Rainbows that puke out of your mouth like melted crayons.

			I click on the link above the picture. Up pops an Instagram profile. IzzyDeath13. She’s wearing the same T-shirt I remember from the hospital. The flaming skulls. Caitlin’s in these pictures too. It looks like they’re having a blast. I’m sort of jealous, actually. If I had a sister, would we be friends?

			As I scroll through Isabelle’s profile, there’s less of Caitlin in the most recent photos. In fact, it’s almost like she disappeared. It’s all selfies now. Isabelle, alone in her bathroom mirror, her eyes rimmed dark with shadow. She’s just a kid. But she sent that picture of my face. The messages, too. Isabelle is the they I’ve been searching for all this time. How could one little girl do so much damage?

			I grab a screenshot of her mirror selfie. Then I log onto Instagram and send it to her with a message of my own:

			game over

			

			It doesn’t take long for IzzyDeath13 to write back.

			don’t tell anybody

			That’s all she says.

			

			Not I’m sorry or please forgive me.

			Don’t tell.

			I stare at the tide slamming into the shore. At that moment, I want to smash my phone against those rocks. Why doesn’t she think it’s a big deal? Maybe I’m the first to call her out. I bet she’s hoping I’ll back off and go away.

			I’m not going away.

			Now she’s the one who’s scared.

			Isabelle’s probably online now.

			Waiting.

			I need to talk to her. And I don’t mean through Instagram. She can’t hide behind a screen anymore. Somehow I’ve got to reach her face to face. Caitlin said her sister likes to play games. So let’s give Isabelle a little game to play. I lift my phone and take a picture—the sun melting above the swings on the edge of the beach.

			
come and find me

			The phone is warm in my fist. Almost alive. When I call Jayce, he answers on the first ring.

			“You okay?” he asks.

			“Tell the cops to get over to Jetty Park.”

			“What happened? Did somebody hurt you?”

			“Not me,” I tell him. “Your brother.”

			 “I don’t get it.” Jayce sounds confused.

			“I’ve found something.”

			“Something?”

			“A monster,” I say as the kids race across the playground. 

			

			Isabelle’s bike is a rusty piece of scrap metal. Not a sweet BMX like Micah’s. Still, she locks it to the fence near the RV park, as if anybody’s going to steal it.

			I’m on a bench near the swings. It’s almost dark. The playground’s abandoned. There’s something creepy about the beach at sundown. All that fun stuff like the slide and the monkey bars look sort of dangerous, though I’m not sure why. It’s just how my brain works, I guess.

			“Hey,” she says, walking toward me.

			She’s so small, you’d think Isabelle should be playing hide-and-seek on that slide. Maybe crawling up it like I used to do. Her hair is swept back in plastic barrettes. I can’t help noticing her socks, trimmed with ruffles, if you can believe it, and splashed across the toe of each sneaker, a rhinestone skull.

			I’ve got a million things to say to her, but I keep my mouth shut. Isabelle wants attention. In a way, she’s not so different from me. 

			After a minute, she says, “How did you know?”

			“I take pictures too.”

			She scrapes at her thumb. “I saw your Instagram. The rooftops and stuff. Did you really climb up that building?”

			“Which one?”

			“The big crane. I got seasick just looking at it.”

			She’s talking about Bad Altitude. The account I deleted after I started playing the game. When did she see that?

			Isabelle lowers herself into a swing. She tilts in circles, dragging her sneakers in the dirt. “He was with her first. Then you.”

			“Micah?”

			She nods.

			“Is that how you found me online?”

			“Whatever,” she mutters.

			“You looked at Micah’s phone?”

			Isabelle doesn’t say anything.

			That’s how I know it’s true.

			“He was an asshole,” she says.

			“Because he hurt your sister.”

			“Yeah.” She rubs her face.

			Is she crying?

			“Listen,” I tell her. “I get it. You were trying to protect Caitlin.”

			“He was at my house, okay? And I saw a picture of you. That’s so wrong.”

			

			Yeah, I guess it is.

			“Did he know you took his phone?”

			Silence.

			That’s my answer.

			“What about Caitlin? Did you tell her?”

			Isabelle stares at her feet. “It’s my fault they broke up.”

			“It’s not your fault.”

			“I hated you,” she says, glaring.

			“Go ahead. Hate me all you want.”

			“I said hated.” She sniffs. “I don’t anymore.”

			“Well, that’s good to know.”

			I want to keep talking to her, but I don’t have much time. There’s something else I need to ask. Something important.

			“The game of dares. How did you know about it?”

			Isabelle pushes herself off the swing. She watches it sway back and forth. “Because I’m the one who started it.”

			I’m stunned.

			This little girl wasn’t just sending scary messages under that hashtag. She was on the other side. This is how everything spreads online. It’s like a virus digging inside your cells. Or comets tumbling into the sun.

			“You started Free the Horses.”

			“It’s just a stupid game, okay? Nothing bad was going to happen.”

			“But it did.”

			She looks at me. “Am I in trouble now?”

			I’m not sure she’s really getting it. She’s a kid. But doesn’t she know right from wrong? It seems like all she cares about is herself.

			“Yeah,” I tell her. “Big trouble.”

			“Please don’t tell my sister.”

			“Don’t you think she deserves to hear the truth?”

			Isabelle shrugs.

			“So why didn’t you stop playing?”

			“Because it was fun.” She turns her head. In the distance, red and blue lights spin across the boardwalk.

			

			I glance at the parking lot.

			More lights.

			This isn’t how I planned it. I told Jayce to call the cops. Now the beach is surrounded by Brevard County police cars, their headlights burning through the dark. I just wanted to scare this kid. Not drag her off in handcuffs.

			The sheriff gets out of his car and starts walking toward us. And he isn’t alone. Jayce is with him too.

			Isabelle stares at the ocean, then back at the playground.

			Trapped.

			Her entire body shakes as she sobs. It’s more like silent choking. That’s the absolute worst.

			I sling my arm around her. “Everything’s okay.”

			The biggest lie of all.

			But sometimes the only choice.

			The sheriff walks slow and careful. “Riley-Jane,” he says like he’s my dad or something.

			As they move closer to the swings, Jayce’s eyes meet mine. I get the feeling he didn’t expect things to go like this. The cops are everywhere. As they get out of their cars, Isabelle’s face is pressed against my shoulder.

			“I’m going to jail?” she says in a small voice.

			I let go of Isabelle.

			Jayce takes a step back. He shifts his gaze to the beach, searching, but there’s no bogeyman.

			There never was.
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			The Ultimate Quiet Moment

			After Neil Armstrong flew back from the moon, he couldn’t just walk off the spacecraft. NASA locked him up in quarantine. They put him in an Airstream with Buzz and the rest of the crew. Twenty-one days. But the moon’s pretty much dead. So it’s not like he brought home any space germs.

			I’m in quarantine too.

			Most of the time, I’m helping Ya Ya with the new chicken coop. We’re pounding it into shape for our Cochin hens. That’s a fancy kind of chicken with fluff sprouting over their toes. (I didn’t even know chickens grew feathers on their toes.)

			It’s so freaking hot this September, but I’d rather be in the backyard whacking nails into planks, more than anyplace else. The best is when Jayce hangs out with us. My gran always puts him to work, mowing the lawn or whatever.

			“Good Lord,” she’ll say, gulping sweet tea on the porch. “That boy never runs out of steam.”

			When the sun drifts behind the oaks, me and Jayce head out to Jetty Park. It’s better at night anyway. You don’t notice the bottle caps glinting in the sand. All you see is that epic sky. Airplanes slanting over the boardwalk. The lights of a new hotel they’re building on the highway.

			In my combat bag’s secret pocket, I’ve got my camera and a few rolls of film. The real deal. No more digital for me. That doesn’t mean I won’t post my favorites online. I just need to be in the moment, you know?

			Ya Ya says my mom liked to take pictures too. So I guess it’s okay to borrow her old-school 35mm on a permanent basis. I’m going to visit real soon. My mom. Now we’ll have something to talk about besides the crap in the vending machines. I’m not officially done with my senior year, but I’m taking a class at Florida State next semester. The Critical Eye. Don’t ask me. I’m no expert. At least, not yet.

			Pictures don’t always tell the truth. A lot of people can’t believe the world is round. Or that we landed on the moon, although Neil Armstrong took photos. Earth rising over the lunar mountains. The American flag stuck in the dust. When Jayce talked about that daredevil game online, the cops didn’t listen.

			They’re listening now.

			Isabelle sent me a card from that psychiatric hospital down in Cocoa. She can’t go online, so paper’s all she’s got. It’s kind of sweet, the cartoons she draws. Anime girls with drippy eyes. Castles. Vampire princes. All that fairy tale bullshit.

			Nobody ever gave me a homemade card before.

			Yeah, she did a lot of bad things. Would I call her a murderer? Should she be locked up for starting a game online and coaxing people to their deaths? Maybe she doesn’t even understand what this means. It’s all fantasy or whatever. I don’t really know. But I know one thing.

			When that little girl says she’s sorry, I believe her.

			Don’t ask why.

			I just do.

			

			The rocket was supposed to take off yesterday, but NASA’s going to try again. We’re on Shug’s boat, our faces tilted at the late afternoon sky. Ya Ya spread a picnic under the sails. Winn-Dixie subs. Black Forest ham. Not to mention, a bag of fries with extra ranch. The whole works.

			I’ve never seen a launch from the ocean. Out on the Atlantic it’s so quiet. The water’s crystal-bright, the red tide gone. The swarms of people on the beach seem far away. Jayce squeezes my hand as we wait. No magic countdown. Only the ropes snapping above us.

			A brushstroke of pure white. That’s the first thing I spot. My gran lifts up her new phone (I swear, she’s taking selfies all the time), but a picture won’t look as awesome as the real thing. So I keep my eyes on the horizon.

			Across the sky, the smoke loops and swirls, tracing a line as thick as toothpaste. I don’t know why we’re clapping. It’s not like anybody can hear us. Still, I clap until my palms sting.

			“Best launch ever,” Jayce says and suddenly, it’s over. “Now what?” He flashes his sweet smile and I can’t help smiling back.

			When Captain Cernan walked on the moon, he called it “the ultimate quiet moment.” Maybe that’s what it’s like in space. Someday I’ll blast up there and find out, but for now, it’s good to be on planet Earth. The sun warming my shoulders. Rocket smoke lacing the air. It’s been too long since I’ve swam in the ocean.

			“You sure, Birdie?” my gran asks.

			I’m in quarantine like Neil Armstrong.

			The sadness is still with me.

			Now I’m going to float with it.

			“Sure I’m sure.” I swing my thighs over the edge of the boat. Starboard or whatever it’s called. Shug can teach me all that stuff later. Then I push off and slice through the water, plunging down into pure silence. I’m weightless as I drift, the light crackling all around me. 

			Alone.
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After a devastating loss and the discovery of a dark conspiracy, Klarke Ascher is determined to uncover the truth, no matter the cost. Her mission: to find the prince' s missing twin and the elusive Ramanata, who hold the key to exposing the king' s deceit and forcing his abdication. To advance her cause, Klarke cleverly convinces the king to allow the Ascenditures to join Ainar' s team for a peace climb aimed at healing the rift between their lands. As she embarks on this journey, Klarke discovers a kingdom that values diversity and equality— ideals she yearns to bring back to Ectair. But first, she must brave the perilous slopes of Mount Opasno while searching for one of the many women her mother helped smuggle to safety from their oppressive king. In a world where lies are as fierce as the mountain winds and danger lurks around every craggy outcrop, Klarke must navigate a tangled web of enemies and political intrigue. As alliances shift and hidden agendas emerge, she realizes that not all allies can be trusted and not all adversaries are as they seem.
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After years of moving, Georgia' s family is staying put. What' s the best part of her new forever home? Fellow science fan Izzy! Georgia feels lucky to be starting sixth grade with her first true friend. But when Georgia' s science project accidentally reveals a secret— one Izzy trusted her to keep— their friendship unravels. Even worse, Georgia' s archenemy swoops in to steal Izzy away, leaving Georgia cut off and lonely. How can Georgia fix her mess? She's surprised to find the answer in a science fact: genetically, all human beings are more than 99 percent the same. Really? Georgia can' t believe she and the friend-stealer are even 1 percent the same! But as Georgia fights to win Izzy back, she discovers that enemies can struggle with loneliness too— and Georgia is stunned to discover why. It will take a 99 percent campaign to make things right.
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Set on a small and struggling family dairy operation in southern Minnesota, The Complicated Calculus (and Cows) of Carl Paulsen follows fifteen-year-old Carl as he confronts his crush on Andy Olnan, a handsome and confident but secretive "city boy" recently transplanted to farm life from Minneapolis who may or may not share the same feelings. At the same time, Carl and his father clash over the future of their farm, a legacy of Carl's late mother: how do they honor her dream for the family while also ensuring financial security? Carl discovers his own resilience in the face of grief, adult-sized decisions, and unrequited love, and along the way learns to cope with both the challenges and rewards of being different.
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