	Darn Harrison (well, Max Harrison really, but he hasn’t gone by Max since he was eight) has the upper half of his body buried in the closet. Shirts and sweaters dangle down against his back as he leans over a set of drawers, groping helplessly in the crack between it and the wall. His nose is smashed against the top of the dresser. It’s uncomfortable. He can’t stop a whine from escaping his throat as he opens and closes his fingers around nothing.
	“Darn!” His cousin, Trish, calls from downstairs, “Are you in costume yet? We're going to be late!”
	“I can't reach it!” It was just there, on top of the dresser, and now he can't reach…
	“We're going to be late!” He can hear the sour twist of Trish’s mouth in her voice, “We should have left already!”
	Darn slumps into a boneless heap on top of the dresser. He blows a strand of hair out of his face and groans as he gets up and backs out of the closet. He'll have to pull the dresser out. He grabs each corner from the back, wrapping his fingers around the polished wood, and wrenches it forward. Sure enough, there's the costume, puddled on the floor against the wall. He slips out of his regular clothes and squirms his way into the black fabric. 
	He throws on an extra-long black t-shirt with triangles cut out of the bottom over the morph suit, then fastens a thick black belt around his waist to hold it in place. There’s supposed to be a hat. Where's the hat? Darn swears. 
	“We're already late, in case you didn't catch that the first time I said it!” Trish yells, “I'm leaving without you! Now!”
	“Shit, shit, shit. I'll be there in one second!” Darn twists around to reach the zipper down his back and tugs it up to the base of his neck. He can see fine with the suit zipped over his head, but Trish is paranoid and won't let him drive that way. Darn runs into the bathroom to glance in the mirror, just to make sure it looks okay. He looks sort of like what he’s supposed to be…maybe. As long as Peter Pan’s shadow is a seventeen-year-old kid with bright orange hair and freckles. It should be more obvious once he has it zipped over his head with the hat on. The hat. Trish makes a frustrated noise so loud Darn can hear it upstairs. He winces. He’ll just have to leave the hat.
	He dashes down the hallway and slides down the banister of the stairway, hoping to catch Trish at least before she's in the car. She can't leave without him—it's his car and he's driving—but he doesn't want to tick her off any more than he already has. Mad Trish is no fun. 
	She stands in the hallway, dark hair pulled back in a bun under her fancy green Peter Pan hat with the usual pair of enormous glasses perched on her nose. She’s all dressed up—probably has been for several hours—in green tights and a long green t-shirt that matches Darn’s black one. She’s also not yelling at Darn. Or moving much. Her attention is fixed on the newspaper in her hand. 
	Darn half-walks, half-trips to where she's standing so he can peer over her shoulder. Her hands are clamped, knuckles white, around the edges of an article that takes up half the front page. 

THREE GIRLS VANISH WITHOUT A TRACE LAST JUNE: FAMILIES RENEWING SEARCH EFFORTS

	A picture is printed across the top. The three missing girls stare back out of it. On the left, a short, bronze-skinned girl with dark freckles and corkscrew curls wears a smirk and walks a bright red bicycle. On her right, a pretty black girl with pigtails and a shy smile clutches a book to her chest. On the far left, a third girl grins so wide it nearly splits her pale face, her blond hair messy and tangled. The caption reads: Anna Thomas (left), Sarah Miller (middle), and Kaylor Williams (right), all missing since 21st June, 2015.
	Somehow they seem familiar, like Darn knows them from somewhere or has met them before, but he can’t remember where.
	“That girl,” Trish points down at the girl with the smile and the messy hair, “Kaylor. She was in one of my classes, in middle school.”
	“Huh,” Darn says. Where does he know them from? He grabs one side of the paper to hold it still so he can read it. 

The three friends, who’ve known each other since they were eleven, never made it home from school on one sweltering June day last summer. Anna Thomas’s father, Evan, is convinced his daughter may have left him a trail--

	“Darn,” Trish drops her end of the paper and tugs once on his sleeve, “We really need to leave.”
	Darn reluctantly folds the newspaper and sets it down on the table, following Trish out the door. Anna Thomas. Sarah Miller. Kaylor Williams. But it’s not the names that seem familiar—it’s the picture. Darn stops in his tracks to grind his teeth. There’s something about that article—those girls—that unsettles him. He turns around and walks back to the table to grab it. He’ll be able to look at it once they get to the party. 
	But it’s not the newspaper that catches his eye. Tucked half-under the paper is a plain white envelope, with Max Harrison written on the front. Max, not Darn, so it’s not from a friend. 	There’s no return address. Darn picks the envelope out, running the pads of his fingers over the ink. He doesn’t recognize the handwriting. 
“Darn!” Trish calls from outside. 

…

	The party isn’t half bad, but the envelope is scratching against the inside of Darn’s pocket. He clutches the glass of punch with a vice-like grip, trying to will the sheen of sweat across his forehead back inside his skin. It doesn’t work. So instead, he wipes his brow off with the sleeve of the morph suit, which only works slightly better. Trish is off talking to some of her friends. 	Darn nods along as the girl in front of him—Jenny something?—chatters on about some movie she saw the other week. Normally, he’d be chattering along with her, probably flirting, certainly drinking, and not worried about Trish or a newspaper or a strange letter in his pocket. But the whole thing is eating at him so much he can’t focus. So he smiles at Jenny, excuses himself, and escapes to the bathroom. 
	He shuts the door and locks it, then pulls the envelope out of his pocket. The writing is visible through the paper of the envelope, but jumbled with folds and not clear enough to make out. Darn slips a finger through the top and tears it open. 

Hello Max,

Or should I call you Darn? I hear that’s what your friends call you. You’ll have to tell me why some day.

	It’s frustrating, that people always expect an explanation for his nickname. He didn’t name himself that. He just—doesn’t respond to Max, he never has, and one day someone broke a plate and yelled ‘Darn it!’ and he looked up. Trish started calling him ‘Darn it’ until it shortened into ‘Darn’. His parents and even some of his teachers have started using the nickname because Max just isn’t him and he can’t stand to answer to it. He’s tried to go by Dan before by pretending his middle name was Daniel, but that didn’t feel right either. For whatever reason, Darn is special; it’s his in a way that Max and Dan never could be. 
	So he puts up with the taunts and tells the story again and again no matter how much it bothers him to repeat it. 

I don’t know if you remember, but we knew each other once, when you were very young. I’m going to assume that your parents have told you that you are adopted. I know your birth parents. Your father is an associate of mine. As for your mother, I think it would be better to ask your father about her. There are some things I’m not certain either of them would want me to divulge.
But that’s not the point of this letter. I also know someone who was close to your parents, particularly your mother, someone who blames himself for what he did to you and five other children like you. However much he believes that there is no way to right this wrong, a friend of his insists that he attempt to set things right, even if doing so would cause you more harm than good.
Please understand that I am sorry, excruciatingly so, for what is about to happen to you. I just need you to understand that I wanted no part in this: my hand has been forced.

Sincerely,
Mr. Lee

	What the hell? Who is this guy? For one thing, Darn’s not adopted. He looks just like his parents. Please understand that I am sorry, excruciatingly so, for what is about to happen to you? That’s creepy. That’s really creepy. 
	Darn turns around and grabs the doorknob to unlock it, but trips instead. His head hits the door with a thud. The air is heavy as bricks, crushing his lungs and eyes and ears and stomach, forcing him to curl up into a tight ball. The floor drops out from beneath him, and he plunges into a free fall.

