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        I’m Emily Mars, a girl made of darkness.

        

        In my world, only the dead can walk the Limen—and Rangers, like me, who guard the way there and back again.

        

        I didn’t choose this life. But I sure as hell choose who I fight for.
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        To Leigh. You wear a wish around your throat, around your finger, around your heart. It shines…and makes you shine, too.
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        ⚠ Content warning: School shooting, trauma, language, grief, atheism, violence, death
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        To You, Gifted One, as to God, one soul must be as precious as many. And many must be as one. Let your work not be troubled by the multitudes, but be steadfast in your purpose. This, then, is the first Law of Sight: My son, when you cannot save them all, save one.
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      What starts as a game of zombie tag quickly turns into all-out war. Lillie’s strategy, which serves her well in dodgeball every Friday, works even better on the playground. Stay small, hidden, and quiet, and try not to get hit.

      Two of the bigger boys found a tube of red acrylic paint. Game ends when the tube is empty. Tally the hits. Minus one point for every splotch.

      Lillie’s sure they’ll cheat. They already are cheating. The older kids are using the younger ones as living shields, lining them up and running them into enemy territory.

      Ten minutes in, they’ve turned ruthless. Ferdie’s pinned under the yellow house, and they’re slashing at his pudge. Multiple belly wounds. Little demons. Squealing. The afterschool teachers are oblivious. Or don’t they care? Grown-ups never care.

      Lillie digs deeper under the wood tunnel and wishes her sister would show. Em is brave and strong. She’d never hide. Lillie can’t even stand up to Yolanda and Eloise when they tease her about her hair. They make her pinky swear a blood oath to be their slave for the day, or they’ll chop off her braids. So, every day, Lillie stabs her pinky with a pair of scissors and does whatever they say.

      Poor Ferdie. Howling now, covered in red. That’s a lot of paint.

      Lillie blinks. That’s a lot of paint.

      She’s looking hard at Ferdinand, sees slices of him between the other kids—

      Gets a glimpse of his face. He’s in pain. For real?

      He sees her. His lips form a fat, wet circle, spit flecking the corners. Gross. She doesn’t like Ferdie because he’s a boy and smells funny. But she can’t help feeling sorry for him. Dad says Lillie’s his sensitive one. Cries too much. Always wants to help.

      She peeks again.

      Ferdie catches her eye. Help.

      What was that? Did he say something? She’s making it up. She has the craziest dreams sometimes.

      Help.

      No, she’s hearing things. Em talks to people who aren’t there. Maybe she’s turning into her sister. Besides, she can’t get up from her hiding spot. So far, she’s winning. No red spots.

      Help.

      Lillie tries not to, but watching Ferdie, she can’t prevent the tears. She shoves her arm in her mouth to muffle the sobs. It’s not a good day.

      Ferdie is writhing around in the sand, spitting, yelling, shrieking. He yells her name, and the kids stop attacking him and turn to see what he’s looking at.

      Not me, not me, not me.

      But she might as well be wearing a big red target, the way they all get to their feet and head her way.

      She could run. But they’re bigger. They’ll catch her. Out in the open, it’ll be just like the way they got Ferdie. At least here, she’s protected.

      She wiggles deeper under the tunnel and tucks in her legs and arms.

      Hands. Groping, scraping, scratching. Sharp fingernails. She’s hard to get to, but someone catches her ankle.

      “Wanna come play, little cu—ow!”

      She kicks, hears a pop and a wail. Something wet splashes her leg.

      “—broke his nose! Get her!”

      “Get her!” The angry chorus blasts against the tunnel.

      She tightens into a trembling ball.

      “Here, let me!”

      “I’ve got her!”

      They have one of her pigtails. It hurts. They’re going to rip her hair straight off. Now she’s the one who needs help. Help. Someone, anyone, please! She screams into the sand.
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      The living room is claustrophobically crowded. I’m sprawled on the sofa with my laptop and two measly paragraphs of what’s supposed to be a ten-pager, due in three days. I should be at least the same number of pages deep, but essays aren’t really my thing—especially with the news blasting away in front of me and my parents hissing and spitting a few feet behind me in the kitchen. Not to mention the general clutter of moving boxes and laundry baskets full of random items and cleaning supplies. My house right now isn’t exactly conducive to concentrating.

      Dad’s voice is getting whiny and high, the way it does when he’s trying not to yell. “Mary, look, come on. The numbers don’t add up. I’m telling you—”

      “Oh my God, you guys!” I jerk around and glare at them over the sofa back. “Could you go fight somewhere else?”

      “We’re not fighting,” says Mom at the same time Dad says, “You have a room, Emily.” His face is flushed. He’s always angry lately.
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