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Prologue
It is the counting that saves him.
  The darkness has robbed him of nearly all his senses; he fears his sanity is next. The fear is a suffocating weight on his chest, turning his limbs to lead, making his once-nimble fingers clumsy and useless. No, not entirely useless. He can still use them to count.
In the darkness, the space between the sounds he hears is filled with potential, pregnant with hidden life. He willingly chooses to live in this non-space if it will keep his sanity intact.
So he counts the drops of water falling from the rotting ceiling overhead . . . the number of times the prisoner next to him proclaims his innocence . . . the crumbs of the crust that the guards toss at him as if he were an animal . . . the steps it takes to circumvent his cramped cell.
He counts the days he lived before coming to this place—how many days in seventeen years? How many years in a lifetime?
It’s hardest to keep track of the time. Without light, without variation, all the days blend into one seamless stretch of now. He longs for the uncertainty of the future.
***
The light hurts his eyes. The unexpected bustling of activity beyond the bars rattles through his ears like chains. He dares a glance, wills his eyes to focus.
Two guards run past his cell. One more trails behind them, a blanket clutched in his fist.
He knows he shouldn’t be interested, shouldn’t be curious. It will only make things worse, distract him from his counting. But he can’t help himself. He stands on his toes, pressing his face to the cold bars.
And then he sees her. All the numbers run out of his head like sand through a sieve. All the images in his eyes fade until he can see only her. His heart beats in uncountable rhythms.
She is what he imagines the angels would envy. Her heart-shaped face frames brown eyes soft as newly turned earth, red lips full as blushing rosebuds, pale cheeks smooth as unmarked vellum. Dark brown curls tumble over her shoulders.
She stands on her toes too, her hand holding onto the door frame for balance. She scans the room, looking but not seeing. Her eyes touch his for a moment, move on, then return. Her rosebud lips bloom into a smile, and a wave of warmth rushes through him. He feels as though he is standing on the summer sun.
The guards stop her in the open doorway, wrap her in a blanket, rush her out of the dungeon. But not before the sight of her is burned into his mind. Hope lies thick on his tongue. He swallows it down, where it lodges, hard as a diamond, behind his heart. Against all reason, he holds onto that hope.
It is enough to keep the darkness at bay.
For a time.
***
When they come for him, he counts the keys on their rings, the stars on their collars. These are the court’s men.
Is it time for his trial so soon?
He counts the number of steps to the courtroom. The number of people clustered in small groups, whispering. Fewer than he thought there would be.
For a moment he dares to hope they will let him go.
He counts the seconds it takes for that hope to die. More than there should be.
The guards throw him to his knees. The judge speaks a string of words—too fast to count. Only one matters anyway. One word that changes him forever.
Guilty.
He shakes his head. How is it possible? There’s been a mistake of some kind. Don’t they know who he is?
The judge steps aside, gesturing to a black doorway that stands in the center of the room—tall as a man, but narrow, thin; it is a coffin, an open grave.
Crushing fear robs him of his sight, his breath.
Oh, yes. They know exactly who he is.
The guards strip off his shirt. It is only a rag; he is glad to be rid of it.
They spread his arms wide, bending them back as though they are angel wings, primed for flight. But there is no escape. The guards pull him down, strap him down.
He can smell burning iron in the air. He can feel burning iron on his skin. He screams as fire rings his wrists, manacling him with pain.
He counts his screams, distantly, dispassionately. Fewer than he thought there would be.
It seems to take a long time to wrap the scorching, burning bands on his skin. Longer still for the fine detail work to be placed delicately on his inner wrists.
He counts the number of times he is grateful they didn’t break his fingers or his hands instead.
***
The fear is gone. Even the pain is gone, eventually. Numbness sets in like frost, like ice, moving through him like a glacier. Burning like banked coals.
Underneath his skin, he knows he will survive this. Vows to survive this.
They stand him on shaking legs, unsteady feet. They stand him before the door, a freestanding frame, unattached to anything. It’s impossible to think it could lead anywhere, but he knows better. He knows very well what waits behind that door.
The judge speaks a few more words—meaningless gibberish.
His whole world has narrowed in focus to the black slab before him. There is no handle, no window. It is a door designed to swallow, to consume, to leave nothing behind. He notices that the polished brass hinges open only one way—in. He wonders why he notes this detail. It’s not as though anyone will ever come out.
Now that he is closer, he can see the faint etchings—black on black—that cover the once-smooth surface: lines and angles folding in on themselves in a complicated labyrinth, whirling galaxies, a rising tide, a spiral shell, circles and crescents and stars. In the center of the mosaic is an hourglass, the top bulb filled with individual grains of sand just beginning to slide through the narrow neck.
He can almost hear the thrumming hum of trapped music straining to break free. Almost. Almost. The potential is suffocating him. The beauty brings tears to his eyes. Almost.
He reminds himself he must pay tribute to the creator of this door, this work of art, this machine that will transform him, transport him, translate him.
The judge asks him if he has any last words.
He thinks about that phrase for a long time. Last words. Does he even know any words that will last? Beyond time? Beyond that door?
He thinks about the last words he said to his mother. His brother. His lover. Distantly amused that they ended up all being the same words. He can still taste them in his mouth—sweet and exotic. He will not say them, he vows. Not here. Not in front of these men and this towering black door. Maybe not ever again.
But he has other, equally potent, equally powerful last words:
“Go to hell.”
The men laugh. Even the judge hides a smile. “You first,” he says as the door swings open, a silent yawning, a gaping hole. A hole cut into the very fabric of existence. A hole, waiting to be filled.
He takes a step forward into the darkness . . . and counts.
One.
He keeps counting. Twenty-two. Twenty-three. The door closes behind him. Eighty-four. Eighty-five. The music fades. One hundred six. One hundred seven. Everything fades. Two hundred forty-eight. Two hundred forty-nine.
He keeps counting until he reaches the other door. The matching freestanding door with hinges that only swing out. The second door opens and he sees what waits for him beyond.
The door closes behind him, vanishing into the void. He is alone in a barren, flat wasteland with only the scorch marks of guilt on his wrists and the sharp diamond of hope in his heart.
There is nothing left to do but wait.
And count.



Chapter 1
“Is this a joke?”
I looked up from painting my toenails lime green to see my best friend Valerie stretched out across my bed, holding a piece of paper by its corner.
She sat up, crossed her legs, and read from the sheet in her hand. “‘What’s your favorite scent?’ ‘What would you do with a million dollars?’ ‘How would you achieve world peace?’” She hooked a strand of platinum-blonde hair behind her ear. “What kind of crazy college application is this?”
I screwed the nail-polish brush back into the bottle and blew lightly on my toes. I hoped Valerie couldn’t see my hand shaking. “Mr. Bastian gave it to me. He thought I might be interested. I just took it to be polite.”
“Mr. Bastian? The school counselor? He’s a certifiable idiot; you know that, right? I mean, I once saw him stick a pencil up his nose. And it was one of those pencils with the little naked trolls with the wild pink hair stuck to the end. It was, seriously, ten different kinds of disgusting.”
I shook my head. Leave it to Valerie to obsess about the details. “It’s for Emery College.” I tried to keep my voice casual, but my words sounded strained to my ears, forced through a suddenly tight throat.
“Where’s that?”
I shrugged, not meeting Valerie’s eye. I wasn’t sure I was ready to have this conversation yet; I knew I wasn’t ready to have it with Valerie. “Back east somewhere, I think.”
Silence from the other side of the room.
“Back. East. Somewhere,” Valerie repeated. “You. Think?” She shook her head. “Now I know this is a joke. What about our plans to go to State together and major in English and room together and have matching boxer terriers that we’d walk in the park every Saturday in order to meet guys and . . . and . . . and everything?”
I smiled weakly.
“No.” Valerie shook her head and scrambled the length of my bed, clutching at the brass foot rail, the application for Emery College crumpled in her hand. “We had it all planned out. You can’t do this to me. You can’t go away to college back east somewhere without me!”
“Stop being so histrionic—”
“Don’t use your AP English vocabulary words on me, Abby, I know what they mean better than you do.”
“Val, calm down. It’s just an application. I’m still planning on going to State with my very best friend in the whole world.”
Valerie collapsed facedown in a heap, sighing with relief.
“It’s true. I can’t wait to room with Natalie at State,” I said, laughing.
“I hate you so much it hurts,” Valerie said, her voice muffled by my plaid comforter.
“I love you too,” I replied.
Valerie sat up and threw a pillow at my head.
“Hey, careful—you’ll smudge my toes.”
“Green?” Valerie rolled onto her back and stretched her arms over the edge of my bed. “Why bother? It’s too cold to wear sandals. No one will even see your toes.”
I shrugged, grateful for the change in topic. “How long have we known each other?”
“Like, since forever.”
“Like, since third grade.”
“Whatever. It feels like forever.”
I snatched the pillow off the floor and tossed it at Valerie’s head. “Tomorrow’s a big day. I want to look my best.”
Valerie picked up the bottle of nail polish. “Gangrene? Someone actually named a shade of green nail polish gangrene? What’s yellow called—jaundice?”
I snatched the bottle out of her hands. “It was on sale,” I said a little stiffly.
“Ab, honestly, you shouldn’t buy stuff like this just ’cause it’s on sale.” She examined my foot with a critical eye. “At least I know what to get you for your birthday—a pedicure.”
“Better hurry, then. Only one more shopping day left,” I reminded her.
Valerie dropped my foot. “How long have we known each other?” she mimicked my voice.
“Like, since forever,” I mimicked back, my eyes wide and innocent.
A knock on my door interrupted Valerie’s retort. My mom poked her head into my room. “Abby, time for dinner. Hi, Valerie. You’re welcome to join us if you’d like. Nothing fancy, it’s just spaghetti and salad.”
“Thanks, Mrs. Edmunds, but I should probably be heading home. Dad’s trying a new recipe for his cookbook tonight and I promised I’d be his guinea pig.”
“Mmmm, sounds exciting,” Mom said, swinging the door wide. “C’mon, kiddos, time to move.”
As Valerie gathered up her backpack and books, I slipped the crumpled Emery application into my desk drawer.
“See you tomorrow, Abby.” Valerie pulled open the front door and skipped down the steps. “Good luck!” She waved from her car before peeling out of the driveway. Her cherry-red Lexus was a blur as she took the corner at full speed.
“She’ll get herself killed one of these days,” I said to my mom as I closed the front door.
“What’s tomorrow?” Mom asked, following me into the dining room.
“Oh, nothing,” I said, feeling myself blush a little. “It’s just that Dave has a meeting with the district superintendent about some budget thing. He’ll be late to rehearsal and he asked me to be in charge until he can get there.” I sat down at the table and fussed with my silverware.
Hannah was already sitting at the dining-room table, her nose buried in a book.
Dad set the salad bowl down beside his plate. “Did I just hear you’re going to be running the show tomorrow?”
“I guess so. I’m not exactly sure what I’m supposed to do. I hope Dave’s not too late from his meeting.”
“Shouldn’t you call him ‘Mr. Thompson’ instead of ‘Dave’? He is your drama teacher, after all,” Hannah piped up.
Hannah was the stuffiest eleven-year-old I’d ever known. I blamed it on her recent obsession with Jane Austen novels.
I shrugged. “Everyone calls him Dave. He doesn’t seem to mind.”
“Still,” Mom said, “maybe Hannah has a point—”
“So about Friday,” I said, raising my voice just a little. It was a terrible segue and everyone knew it—Hannah shot me daggers from behind her book—but I was already nervous enough just thinking about filling in as assistant director for the school play that I really didn’t want to spend the entire dinner discussing it or my drama teacher. Besides, I had something more important I wanted to talk about. “I was thinking—”
“Not to worry, sweetie,” Mom said, passing the bowl of noodles to me. “Cindy called this morning to reserve four lanes at the bowling alley for Friday at five o’clock. Everything’s all set.”
My heart sank. “Oh. Thanks.”
“Something wrong, Abs?” Dad asked.
“Well. It’s just . . . I was thinking, maybe . . . we could skip the bowling this year?” I hated that my voice cracked, turning what should have been a declarative statement into a weak question.
“What?” Mom set down her silverware. “Why? I mean, Abby, sweetie, we’ve gone bowling for your birthday since you were four years old. I thought you liked it. Why would you want to change your plans?”
Maybe because I’m turning seventeen and I’ve gone bowling for my birthday since I was four years old, I thought. I twirled spaghetti noodles into a knot around my fork.
“What about Jason?” Mom asked. “It’s his birthday too, you know.”
Jason. I’d only been three years old when my parents had moved next door to the Kimballs. And as the story went, Cindy Kimball had knocked on our door that same afternoon to say hello. When Cindy learned that I would be turning four on January eighth, and when Mom learned that Cindy’s son Jason would be turning four on the exact same day, well, they took it as a sign. They’d been friends ever since. And it only stood to reason that Jason and I would be friends, too. We had celebrated every birthday together since then. For years, Cindy and Mom had spun themselves a fantasy in which Jason would marry “the girl next door”—me—and our families would be friends forever.
With a story like that, I supposed it was inevitable that Jason and I would end up dating. Which we had been doing for the last four months.
“I’m sure Jason wouldn’t mind if we did something else,” I said quietly, the words tasting like ashes in my mouth. The truth was, I knew Jason would mind. I knew he loved our bowling birthday parties. And I knew he’d been looking forward to this specific party since before Christmas.
“It’s fine,” I said at last. “Really. Bowling will be fun.”
Mom and Dad exchanged a glance.
“Honest.” Even I could hear the false note in my voice.
Hannah rolled her eyes, loudly turning a page in her book.
“Sweetie,” Mom started, folding her hands on the table. Dad shook his head. She frowned at him. Dad shook his head again. It was kind of cute that they still thought I couldn’t read them both like a book: Mom wanted to argue her point; Dad wasn’t going to let her.
“Well, let’s see,” Mom finally said, a little lamely. “Maybe it won’t be so bad.”
“And maybe this’ll be the year you’ll score more than a hundred points,” Hannah said with an innocent grin, her eyes never leaving her book.
“Maybe,” I said, tempted to stick my tongue out at Hannah. And maybe someday I’ll get to make my own choices about my own life, too.
But I wasn’t holding my breath.
***
The house was quiet. Mom and Dad had finished watching the evening news and I could hear the water running in the pipes. That’ll be Mom brushing her teeth. A minute later I heard Dad’s voice as a deep rumble through the wall followed by Mom’s softer reply. As I lay in my bed, I was oddly comforted listening to my parents’ bedtime routine. It was nice to know they felt so safe and comfortable together. That they were still happily married after so many years.
I thought about Jason. He would be like my parents. Jason liked a neat, predictable routine to his life. He wasn’t much for spontaneity or acting on wild and crazy impulses. But his stability was one of the things I liked about him. I always knew exactly where I stood with Jason. He was unfailingly honest, even if that meant he wore his emotions on his sleeve.
On the other hand, if I was being completely honest with myself, I would have liked a little spontaneity. A surprise party, perhaps. Or even something other than a dinner-and-a-movie date on Friday night. Something to shake my life up a little. Something special.
Something no one was expecting. Something just for me.
I thought about the application for Emery College tucked away in my desk. I felt a little guilty for lying to Valerie about it. I hadn’t taken it out of pity for Mr. Bastian; I had asked him specifically for information about the school. I had found Emery online while doing some research for a liberal arts college with a small student body and a high percentage of scholarship opportunities.
I switched on the lamp on my nightstand, blinking in the sudden flood of light. Slipping out from under my warm covers, I padded across to my desk. I hesitated, my fingers barely touching the drawer. I bit my lip. This was silly. Being a dutiful senior, I’d already filled out what seemed like hundreds of college applications. Why was this one so hard to finish?
Because I want this one, I finally admitted to myself. Emery looked to be everything I thought college should be. Located in a small college town, the school specialized in the liberal arts—specifically creative writing, theater, and every imaginable art medium possible. It had a thriving study-abroad program. Almost all the students lived on campus. A glance at the college schedule showed some kind of music, theater, or art show happening every week. It took my breath away. It was perfect.
It was also out of my budget.
My family wasn’t poor by any means, but I’d always known I would have to apply for every scholarship opportunity that came my way—especially if I wanted to go to a small, expensive liberal arts college like Emery.
Everyone expected me to go to school at State or USC or somewhere else close to home. Maybe it was time to do something no one expected—not even me.
Quickly, before I could change my mind or talk myself out of it, I yanked open the drawer, grabbed the crumpled application, and flipped on my computer. I smoothed the paper with my hand, my heart beating wildly. I tucked my green-painted toes under my nightshirt to keep them warm as my Internet browser flashed to life. I took a deep breath and typed in the address for Emery College. Was I crazy for even trying this?
I clicked on the “Apply Now” link on Emery’s home page and waited while the form loaded. Most college applications wanted to know your grades, your extracurricular activities, your service work, and your awards, but Emery wasn’t like most colleges. Its application was like nothing I’d seen before.
Name given to you by your parent(s) and/or guardian(s)?
That was easy. I carefully typed in “Abigail Beatrice Edmunds.”
Why was this name chosen for you?
That, too, was easy. Abigail was my mother’s grandmother’s name. Beatrice was my father’s grandmother’s name. Family was important to my parents. Even Hannah’s name was in honor of a great-aunt.
Name you have chosen for yourself?
Easy—Abby.
Why did you choose that name?
Because even as a first-grader, I knew going to school with a name like Abigail Beatrice was social suicide. Abby was easy to spell and easy to remember, but most of all, it was easier to be Abby.
Abigail was a girl with braids and braces. A girl who wore hand-me-downs. A girl who would never have friends, much less a good-looking boyfriend. Abigail wasn’t going to be asked to Homecoming or try out for cheerleading or write for the school paper.
But Abby? Abby could be cute and bubbly. Popular. As Abby, I could do all those things and more. In fact, I had.
I grinned. As college applications went, this one was the easiest by far.
Age of your body? Age of your soul?
I shook my head, still smiling. “Curiouser and curiouser,” I murmured. I clicked the box for 17 as the age of my body. It was almost true, I reasoned; my birthday was Friday. “Age of my soul?” I tapped the mouse button with the tip of my fingernail, thinking.
What did the question even mean? What was the right answer? Was there one? I believed in souls—but how was I to know how old mine was? I’d always felt older than my real age, but did that mean anything? I left the question blank for the moment and skimmed over the questions in the next section: Goals.
Where do you see yourself in five years?
 What is your greatest dream?
 What would you do with a million dollars?
 What do you want to be when you grow up?
 How would you achieve world peace?
Maybe some of these questions weren’t going to be so easy after all.
My eye fell on the third question on the list. Bingo. I knew exactly what I’d do with a million dollars.
My friend Natalie was a game-show fanatic, and she, Valerie, and I had spent many a summer afternoon watching reruns of Greed, Who Wants to Be a Millionaire, and Deal or No Deal, debating what we would do with the winnings if we had been on the show. We always laughed at the contestants who claimed to want to spend their money on boring things like paying bills, buying a house, or donating the money to charity. Natalie’s theory was that the way to win on a game show was to have the most outlandish, amazing, impractical dream possible. She believed the universe wanted to reward people for dreaming big. So the bigger the dream, the more likely it would come true. Her theory may not have been entirely sound, but she believed it to her core.
So what would I do with a million dollars? I’d charter a private jet and fly to Italy, where I would live for an entire month in the most expensive, luxurious penthouse suites I could find. I would hire some gorgeous, dark-haired, Italian male model to give me a private, personalized tour of the country’s museums, restaurants, and shopping districts. Then, at the end of my million-dollar month, we would sail along the Mediterranean Sea, eating caviar and crackers, drinking something sweet and fruity, and feeding each other grapes and figs. At sunset, he would recite to me the most romantic Italian love poetry ever written.
Natalie thought it was an astoundingly fabulous use of a million dollars and swore that out of all of our dreams, mine was sure to come true.
But should I write that dream down on my college application? It was one thing to talk about it with your friends on a lazy August afternoon. It was something else to use it as evidence for why a college should accept you into its hallowed halls of academia.
I bit my lip. My glance fell on the masthead along the top of the Web site application: Emery College. Established 1966. Live without Limits.
If you say so, I thought. I took a deep breath and typed in my Natalie-approved, million-dollar, Italian dream. Every last detail.
It was almost two in the morning when I finished the last question of the application, “What three words describe how you feel at this exact moment?”
Exhausted, I typed. Nervous. Crazy.
I clicked the “Send Application” button and leaned back in my chair. As the computer processed my information, sending my hopes and my dreams, my very soul, out into cyberspace, into the universe, I thought of a fourth word to describe how I felt.
Exhilarated.



Chapter 2
Okay, people, let’s not waste any time,” I said into my headset. I cringed a little as I heard my voice amplified and broadcast through the auditorium. It didn’t even sound like me.
The auditorium was crowded, noisy, and hectic. At the beginning of the semester, Dave had held rehearsals for Shakespeare’s Much Ado about Nothing in small sections in the drama room. I had wanted to be involved somehow with the play since it was one of my favorites. As much as I loved the sweet, romantic love story between Hero and Claudio, I loved the comic interplay and quick wits of Benedick and Beatrice even more. Though I didn’t get a speaking part in the play, I asked Dave if I could be the assistant director for the show. He had handed me the script with a grin and that had been that.
Today we were scheduled to run through all of Act One on the big stage—full costume, full props, full lighting—and everyone was excited for the chance to see the play start to come together. Everyone, that is, except maybe me. Today I was in charge of the play for the first time.
I swallowed hard and clutched my clipboard in my shaking hands. “Um . . . hello? I’d like to get started, please,” I said. No one paid any attention to me. So much for painting my toenails lucky green. I scrubbed the back of my hand against my forehead. “Everyone, please, I need you to gather—” I tried again.
The heavy backstage double doors rocked open and then slammed shut as the stage crew walked onto the stage, talking loudly and laughing. Jason caught my eye and smiled.
My heart lifted at the sight of him. He slapped his friend Robert on the shoulder and then ambled over to where I was standing at the edge of the stage.
He brushed back my hair. “Hey, Abby. How’re you doing?” Jason’s voice always reminded me of butterscotch: smooth, golden, and sweet. Maybe it was because he was that same smooth golden color all over, from his wheat-blond curls falling over his hazel-gold eyes to the light tan on his skin that he managed to sustain even in the middle of January. When I had been younger I had read the myth of Jason and the Golden Fleece. I remember thinking how cool it would be if the Jason I knew turned out to be the same Jason as the hero of the story. I spent that whole summer calling him Fleece-Boy, and dreaming of a golden hero who would embark on a perilous quest to earn my love.
He certainly felt like my hero the moment he put his strong arms around me and hugged me on stage. I hadn’t realized how frazzled I’d felt until this moment when I found someplace safe. No matter what happened, I knew I could always count on Jason to be there for me. I breathed in his familiar scent of sweat and sawdust, my rabbiting heartbeat speeding up for a reason other than nerves.
I stripped off my headset and pressed my face against his chest. “I’m better now that you’re here,” I said.
“Sorry we’re late, Dave!” Robert called out as he knotted a red bandanna around his head and spun his hammer in his hands like a gunslinger.
“Dave’s not here,” Sarah said. She ran her fingers lightly over the piano, trailing up and down the scales. “No one’s in charge, so I guess we’re just supposed to do whatever until he comes.”
What? No. I was supposed to be in charge. Dave had left me in charge. Why wasn’t I in charge? This was not how I had envisioned rehearsal going. Frustration prickled under my skin. I had expected to be nervous, but why was I so scared? I hadn’t been scared last year when I’d interviewed the principal for the school paper or when I’d tried out for the cheerleading squad. What was wrong with me?
“Dave said Abby was in charge,” Jason said calmly, turning me in his arms so I was facing the crowd. Somehow his voice managed to carry through the room in a way my headset hadn’t, and the noise died down as everyone turned to look at me. Sarah’s fingers drew a minor chord from the piano. A couple of people laughed at the timing.
I felt myself teetering on the edge of the stage, held up only by Jason’s strong hands. I held my clipboard like it was a shield in front of me. Was it Jason? Had I been braver before we started dating? It was a chilling idea, though it had the shiver of truth to it. I shelved the thought, unwilling to pursue the consequences at the moment.
I heard Jason’s voice from behind me. It sounded a million miles away. “Abby, would you like us to work on the porch? I promise we’ll stay out of your way until you need it for the end of Scene One.”
I blinked myself back to the present. “That would be great, Jason. Thank you.”
“No problem,” he said. He leaned close to whisper in my ear, “Don’t forget to count.” His breath was warm against my skin. He hesitated for an instant, then his lips brushed a quick kiss across my cheek.
Jason’s counting trick. The summer Jason and I were nine, our families had gone camping up in the mountains for the first time. We had followed a stream upriver, collecting rocks and pinecones. Night had fallen without us noticing, and the wind moaned through the high trees, rustling the leaves like bones. Disoriented in the dark, I stood frozen on the bank of the river. Part of me knew that if I just followed the river it would lead me home, but the rest of me was petrified, suffocating in the darkness. Jason had slipped his hand into mine and told me he knew a way to be brave. “Feel the fear ’til the count of ten, then count once more to be brave again,” he had recited in a small, singsong voice. Together we had counted from one to ten and back again and together we had walked along the river back to camp.
I closed my eyes and counted as fast as I could under my breath, “onetwothreefourfivesixseveneightnineten.” As I exhaled, I counted backwards from ten. When I hit “one” it was like a switch suddenly flipped inside of me. My lingering fear evaporated. I could do this. I would do this.
Live without limits, I thought suddenly. If I was brave enough to apply for the school of my dreams, I was brave enough for this.
I straightened my headset and squared my shoulders.
“Dave will be here later. For now, let’s set up for Act One, Scene One,” I barked, surprising myself at how professional I sounded, how easily I slipped back into my familiar cloak of confidence. I consulted my clipboard, my hands steady and calm. “Rachel, turn up the stage lights, please. Sarah, are you ready with the intro? Good. I need Leonato, Hero, and Beatrice center stage.” I pointed to the marks taped on the floor. “Allyson, where’s the letter? We can’t start the scene without it.”
“Coming,” Allyson called, dashing up the stairs, holding out a small white envelope. “Here it is.”
“Perfect. Hand it off to Scott, please. Oh, and Allyson, if the rest of the props for Act One are set and ready, would you check with Jason to see if he needs any help with the porch before Scene Two?”
Allyson nodded, crossed to stage left where Scott the Messenger waited in the wings for his big entrance, and handed him the envelope.
I took a step back as the actors scurried to their places on stage and the crew assumed their roles behind the curtains. My heart beat faster with surprise and anticipation. It had worked. People were doing what I said. Maybe I couldn’t sing or dance, but maybe I had finally found my hidden talent—bossing actors around. I giggled, but when I heard it echo through my headset, I quickly covered it up with a cough.
“A glass of water for you, oh great-and-powerful director.” Valerie held out a cup to me, curtseying as low as her costume would allow.
I pushed the headset mike away from my mouth and drank the water in two large gulps. “Thanks, Val. I needed this. You’re the best.”
“I cry your pardon, sweet gentlewoman. I know not of this ‘Val’ of whom you speak. ’Tis only simple Ursula, here to attend to your needs and to the needs of my mistress, Hero.”
I laughed. “You’re impossible.”
Valerie shrugged, dropping her persona as quickly as she had assumed it. “Tell me something I don’t know, darling.” She gave me a quick hug. “Sorry I was late. This corset is beastly. I swear I’ll hang Amanda up by her heels with her own sewing thread if she can’t figure out a way to let me breathe in this thing.”
“Please don’t kill her. I still need her to finish Benedick’s costume for the masquerade scene.”
“As you wish,” Valerie said with a deep sigh. “I’ve got to get back to my mark. I hear the assistant director is a positive witch if the actors don’t do as they’re told.” She winked at me. “You’re a natural, by the way.”
“Thanks. I think I might like this directing gig.”
“I meant at being a witch.” Valerie danced out of my reach before I could whack her with my clipboard.
“I hate you so much it hurts,” I called after her instead.
“I love you too,” she sang back and blew me a kiss over her shoulder.
Grinning, I pulled the headset down to my mouth. “Okay, people, let’s see how we do with Act One, Scene One. Action!”
I settled down in the front row to watch the play unfold.
Scott the Messenger stepped on stage and handed Leonato the letter.
“I learn in this letter that Don Pedro of Arragon comes this night to Messina,” Leonato declared, brandishing the envelope like a flag.
I sighed and wrote a note on my clipboard for after rehearsal: Remind Leonato to open the letter before announcing what’s inside.
***
“Okay, everyone, take five,” I said, gathering up my clipboard, notes, and headset. “So far so good, but I’d like to see Scene One again after the break.”
I heard groans from the cast and smiled a little to myself.
Most of the cast pushed through the backstage doors, no doubt in search of cold water, fresh air, and some free time to check e-mail and text messages. A few cast members simply collapsed in the auditorium seats behind me. I saw Valerie corner Amanda and demand a looser corset. Amanda waved her hands in surrender and started rummaging in her sewing kit for a pair of scissors. I shook my head. Valerie always got her way; she was a daunting person to cross. It was the main reason I had been reluctant to tell her about my plans for Emery.
“Hey,” Jason called softly. I turned to see him squatting on his haunches at the edge of the stage, his large hands resting on his knees. His eyes were in shadow, but the stage lights lined his hair with white fire. His shirt was open at the throat and I saw the glitter of sweat on his skin. I caught my breath at the sight of him. He looked like something primeval, something elemental. And he’s my boyfriend, I thought with a secret thrill.
A smile curved his lips. “C’mere,” he said, crooking a finger in my direction.
I set down my clipboard and headset. I pulled free the elastic that held my hair back and ran my fingers through my dark curls. I knew Jason liked my hair loose. He said when I wore it up, it made my face look pinched and stern. That was Jason, though—honest to a fault.
I sauntered over to the stage, leaned my elbows on the edge, and looked up at him, raising an eyebrow. “Are you sure we should be fraternizing like this? I mean . . . I am the assistant director, after all. And you’re the”—I wrinkled my nose in mock disgust—“stage crew.”
Now that I was closer I could see the stage lights reflected in his hazel eyes. He blinked in surprise. “I thought you liked it that I was on the stage crew.”
I swallowed a sigh. That was Jason, too—impossible to tease. “I do. I was just kidding around.”
“Oh,” he said, standing up. “Anyway, I wanted to show you something. Do you have a minute?”
“For you? Absolutely.” I reached up a hand and he bent down to pull me up on stage. “What is it?”
“It’s back here.” Jason kept hold of my hand as he led me backstage.
His hand was warm and slightly damp with sweat. His leather work gloves were tucked into the back pocket of his jeans. I suddenly felt a surge of irrational affection for those gloves. They looked like they had never been worn, but I knew that was just because Jason took such good care of them. The same way he took such good care of me.
I squeezed his hand, and when he looked back to smile at me, I felt a tingle of joy race along every nerve.
“Here.” Jason pushed back a black curtain to reveal the porch he had been working on during rehearsal. “Do you like it?” he whispered, though we were alone in the half-lit area.
Leonato’s house was the main set piece. The shop teacher, Mr. Frantz, had designed it to break into pieces and rotate so it could be used for both the interior and exterior scenes of the play. A partially finished porch ran along the entire front of the house, which had a simple roof of slanted slats in parallel rows. The design called for grapevines to be woven through the slats above the porch in honor of the play’s Italian setting, but, until opening night, they would remain bare.
“Wow. I didn’t think you guys were this far along. It looks great, Jas,” I said.
“I wanted to show you this.” Jason led me onto the porch. He pulled out a small flashlight from his tool belt and directed the white beam to a narrow corner of the wall.
I caught my breath. Carved into the wood a small butterfly floated next to the initials “AE.” Reaching out, I traced the curved lines of the delicate wings. “Oh, it’s beautiful.”
“I know you like them.” Jason ran his hand through his hair, exhaling with relief. “I know no one will see it, but I’ll know it’s there. And so will you. And we’re the only ones who need to know.”
My eyes couldn’t stop tracing the initials Jason had carved into the wood. “Thank you. It’s perfect.” I turned toward him and held his face with my hands. I ran my fingers along his jawline, then traced his eyebrows and the slope of his nose. “You’re perfect.”
He grinned and clasped his hands around the small of my back. “I know it’s early, but . . . happy birthday.”
He rested his forehead against mine, our noses touching.
I swallowed, closing my eyes, breathing in his smell. The smallest part of me dared to hope that he would kiss me on the lips.
Before we had started dating, Jason had told me that he thought we should date at least four months before we kissed. Those months would be up this Friday, our seventeenth birthday. That was Jason to his core—scheduling everything, even romantic interludes.
But this small carving was a side of Jason I hadn’t seen before. It was a side I liked.
I wanted to kiss him. I wanted him to kiss me back.
I shifted my weight forward ever so slightly, balancing on my toes, ready to close the distance between us and—
Jason stepped back. He hooked my hair behind my ears. “Tomorrow,” he whispered. “Don’t you want our first kiss to be special?”
This is special! I thought, leaning closer.
“We’ve made plans and everything.”
I sighed. “I know.” I leaned back on my heels and stepped out of the circle of his arms. “Listen, about tomorrow—”
“Where is everyone?” Dave’s voice suddenly crashed through the auditorium speakers. “I thought we were rehearsing a play! Abby! Abby, where are you? I thought I’d left you in charge.”
I grimaced. “Sounds like my cue.”
Jason caught my hand as I turned to leave. “I’m sorry. It’s just . . . see you tomorrow?”
“Yeah. Sure.”
“Abby! Where are you?” Dave, never the most organized person, had an edge of panic in his voice.
“Sorry. I gotta go.” I pulled free from Jason’s hand. A cold, clammy sweat coated my skin and a wave of frustration coursed through me as I walked away from him.
I’d known Jason almost my entire life, and he was still living his life according to routines and schedules. So why did I still expect him to be someone different? Someone romantic and passionate and spontaneous? I had thought maybe the carved butterfly was a signal that our relationship was changing. But honestly—skipping the perfect kiss because it wasn’t scheduled?
I sighed and pushed the troubling thoughts from my mind. What did it matter? Jason was my boyfriend. I’d known him forever. That had to count for something.
Didn’t it?



Chapter 3
I ripped back the curtain with probably more force than necessary. The cast and crew had returned from the break and I saw Valerie as Ursula practicing her lines with Lily as Hero.
Dave was flipping through my notes on the clipboard, muttering to himself.
“Sorry, Dave. Were you looking for me?”
“Abby! Where were you?” He didn’t wait for my reply; Dave never waited for anyone’s reply. “It doesn’t matter. I was just looking through your notes and, Abby, they are brilliant! You really have a gift. I am so impressed. I can’t tell you what a relief it is to come back and see how much you’ve accomplished. I thought for sure I’d find the whole lot of you lounging around, but instead—”
Dave paused to catch his breath and I seized the moment. I had learned early on to interrupt if I wanted any kind of conversation at all with Dave. “I’m glad you’re back. We were getting ready to run Scene One again. Do you want me to do it, or do you want to jump in?”
“Oh, you go right ahead. You’re doing fabulous with Act One. But maybe, if I could steal Benedick and Beatrice for a moment, we could rehearse the last scene in the play. We’ve been over it a thousand times but it’s still missing something. And, Abby, you know, it’s one of the most important scenes in the whole play. It’s the kiss—the ado the whole play is based on—and it’s just not working. I just don’t know what I’m going to do—” Dave stepped up on stage and clapped his hands for attention. “Isaac. Cassie. You’re with me. The rest of you—”
The main doors to the auditorium creaked open.
Dave whipped around, anger in his eyes. Everyone in the cast and crew knew how particular Dave was about his space. No one—and he meant no one —came to rehearsals without his permission. He claimed the invasion brought in a negative energy that interfered with the creative process.
A tall boy stood with one hand still on the door. He wore a heavy wool pea coat, a leather backpack slung casually over his shoulder. Snowflakes melted in his dark hair.
“This is a closed rehearsal,” Dave shouted, striding up the aisle and flapping his hands as though brushing away flies. “You’ll have to leave. Now.”
The boy let the door swing shut with a clang. “I’m sorry?” he said, a trace of an accent underscoring his words. It sounded familiar but I couldn’t quite place it.
“Closed rehearsal!” Dave said.
“I have a letter,” the boy said, holding out a scrap of paper like a peace offering. “I am sorry I am late.” His voice was low, sultry, and just the sound of it sparked a flash of heat at the base of my skull.
“What’s that now?” Dave accepted the slim paper and unfolded it with three sharp gestures. “Let’s see. Let’s see. Mmm-hmm. I see.”
I stole a glance at Valerie. She raised her eyebrows and edged closer to me.
“Well, well, well,” Dave said, all traces of annoyance gone from his voice. “This is unusual. But . . . come with me.”
“Who is it?” Valerie asked.
I shrugged, trying to get a better look without seeming like I was trying to get a better look.
Dave led the boy down the aisle and to the stage, talking nonstop. “We’re rehearsing Much Ado about Nothing. I assume you’re familiar with the play? But we’ve already cast all the speaking parts, so you’ll have to be one of the members of the court. Hmmm, we’ll have to make sure Amanda starts on your masquerade costume.” Dave snapped his fingers. “Though if you’d rather be on the crew, I suppose we could find a place for you there. Are you any good with your hands? Woodworking? Carpentry, perhaps? Or painting?”
The boy tugged at the sleeves of his coat, hiding his fingers from view. “I’m very good with my hands,” he said, the smallest of smiles curving his mouth. “But I will be happy to help in any way I can.” He avoided looking at all of us standing on stage and kept his attention focused on Dave. If he was uncomfortable with a crowd of strangers staring down at him, he didn’t show it.
“Excellent! Perhaps I can find a place for you yet.” Dave stopped, a frown furrowing his brow. “What did you say your name was?”
All the females in the cast seemed to lean forward to hear his response. I heard Lily catch her breath behind me. The quiet in the auditorium stretched for several long seconds.
“Dan, did you say? Dan Alexander?”
“It’s Dante, sir,” the boy said. “Like the poet.” That small smile made another appearance.
Dave swept his arm in a welcoming gesture over the cast. “Everyone, please meet Dante Alexander, foreign-exchange student from Italy.” Dave consulted the letter in his hands. “How long will you be staying with us?”
Dante hesitated, brushing his long hair away from his face. “I . . . I’m not sure,” he finally said.
“Well, let’s not waste any more time, then.” Dave clapped Dante on the back. “Drop your stuff and take your place. Abby, will you show our newest cast member his mark for Act One?”
Dante looked uncertain, but he obediently placed his backpack on a seat in the front row. He shrugged out of his heavy coat with one smooth, supple movement. I heard Lily murmur appreciatively to Sarah.
“Abby?” Dave asked again, Isaac and Cassie standing right behind him. “Can you handle Act One?”
Startled, I jumped, heat flooding my cheeks. I glanced at Jason, who frowned, and I felt another wave of embarrassment wash through me.
“Sorry.” I consulted my notes, flipping through my few handwritten pages until I found the beginning of the script. Why was I so flustered? “Um, Dante”—his name felt strange in my mouth—“would you follow me, please?”
I climbed the stairs to the stage and directed him to stand behind Leonato with the other random members of the court. “We’ll get you a costume later,” I told him. “For now, just stand there and pretend you’re hearing the news for the first time.”
“Grazie,” he said softly. “Farò mio meglio.”
I didn’t speak Italian, but I recognized Thanks, so I smiled and said, “You’re welcome. If you need anything, I’ll be right over there.” I pointed to the backstage curtains, stage left, where Isaac and Cassie were rehearsing their last scene with Dave.
“Grazie.”
“And . . . everyone ready?” I adjusted my headset. The cast snapped to attention. I scampered offstage. “Action!”
I’d seen Act One, Scene One, several times already today so I spent my time watching the new arrival instead: Dante Alexander from Italy. He wore his dark hair long, even in the front, and every few minutes or so, he had to reach up to sweep it away from his face with his long fingers. He had left his coat with his backpack but, oddly enough, he had kept his gloves on. They looked a little like motorcycle gloves, fingerless, but with longer cuffs. The sleek leather completely encased his wrists like bracers, the guards that archers sometimes wore.
He wore a fitted, plain white, long-sleeved shirt that not only complemented his olive skin but also showcased the lean muscles in his forearms and chest. He kept the sleeves of his shirt rolled down over his wrists despite the stuffiness of the auditorium.
But it was his eyes that I noticed the most. They were changeling gray—one moment they shimmered with the moon-white of reflected sunlight, the next they held the almost-blue edge of melting ice crystals, then they hardened to the shadowed gray of wet river stones. I wondered if they would stay gray in the sunshine, or if they would change color yet again.
But beyond his good looks and his amazing eyes, Dante had a stillness about him that I found intriguing.
He didn’t just watch the play; he paid attention. He listened to the lines with a focused, fierce attentiveness, his whole body taut and alert. At first I thought it was because Shakespeare could be hard enough to understand if English was your first language, let alone your second, but as I watched him watch the play, I realized that it was more than that. It was as though he drank in the words, gained sustenance and strength from them. The look on his face as he walked along the stage behind Leonato made me think he was coming home.
I kept telling myself I should look away, I shouldn’t be so obvious in my scrutiny, but then Dante turned and met my eyes as though he knew I had been watching him. Time seemed to slow down around me. I could taste the air on my tongue, stale and thick, as I inhaled. I could feel the touch of those gray eyes on my skin, like waves lapping at the shore, like dandelion seeds blown away at dusk. I felt like he looked right through me, right into me. Part of me wanted him to never look away.
That small smile curved his lips, slowly, so slowly, before he looked away again. Time seemed to snap back into place, rocking my senses. My heart tripped and stuttered for a few beats, stumbling as though I had run up a long flight of stairs.
Disoriented, I needed a moment to gain my bearings. A chill shivered just under my skin as I distinctly heard Dave say, “C’mon, people, it’s just a stage kiss. What is the problem?”
I looked up in time to see Dave making a beeline stage left, heading straight for me. I tried to step back, but my heel hit the wall and I almost dropped my clipboard.
Dave reached out, grabbed my shoulders, and yanked me forward. He pressed his lips to mine, held them for a second, then pulled away. He looked over his shoulder at Isaac and Cassie, who were staring at us in shock. “See?” Dave demanded. “It’s just a stage kiss. It doesn’t mean anything.” Dave released me and walked away without a second glance. “Now it’s your turn.” He waved his actors to step closer to each other.
The air in the auditorium pressed down on me. I couldn’t breathe. The clipboard shook in my hands. My lips tingled, warm and dry.
What had just happened?
Had I just had my first kiss? With . . . with Dave? No, it wasn’t supposed to be like this. First kisses were supposed to be special. They were supposed to mean something. They weren’t supposed to be . . . instructional.
I looked around wildly: Valerie, doubled over as far as her corset would allow, laughing and gasping for air; Jason, frowning, his hazel eyes dark and unhappy; Dante, with that same small smile on his exotic face; everyone in the cast staring, pointing. The whispering hissed around me like insect wings.
I had to get away. Now.
I whirled around and ran for the doors, crashing through them blindly.
“Abby!” I heard Jason call my name, but the closing door cut his voice in two.
I stumbled to a halt in the hallway, leaning against the cool metal lockers. I cradled the clipboard to my chest.
Jason had followed me out. He caught up to me and touched my arm. Worry lines crossed his forehead. “Are you okay? You look a little—”
“Can you wait here with me a minute, please? I don’t think I . . .”
“Of course,” he said, gathering me in his arms. “As long as you need.”
I listened to his steady heartbeat until I felt the heat subside from my cheeks. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.
“What for?”
I shrugged. I didn’t have to say anything more; Jason knew what I meant better than I did sometimes.
“It’s okay, Abby. Dave may have been your first kiss,” he said with a rumbling laugh, “but you’ll be mine.”
Annoyance flared as hot as my embarrassment. Sometimes Jason’s unfailing honesty was more than I could take.
But then I tilted my head back to look at him. His face was as familiar to me as anything in my life. He hadn’t meant to be arrogant or annoying. He had meant to tell me how special he wanted our first kiss to be. It was sweet, really, in a clumsy way. I felt my negative emotions drain away as the moment stretched out between us.
Ten-second rule, I thought distractedly, hope bubbling up in my chest. If he kisses me now, it’ll be close enough. It can count as my first kiss. I closed my eyes and held my breath.
“Tomorrow,” Jason whispered and pressed a kiss to my forehead.
The moment was over. Again.
I let my head fall forward onto his chest and swallowed a sigh. Hadn’t we already been here today once before? Would this day never end?
Jason hugged me around the shoulders. “You okay?”
I nodded and stepped out of his embrace. “Thanks, Jas. Listen, I probably ought to get back. Rehearsal’s almost over and Dave will want my notes.”
“Do you need a ride home?”
“No, Valerie seems to think I won’t be able to survive another day without a pedicure. We’re supposed to go right after rehearsal.” I wiggled my toes inside my boots. Stupid, unlucky nail polish.
“Okay,” Jason said, tapping my nose with his finger. “In case I don’t see you later—see you later.”
I slipped back on stage, praying no one would notice me. Everyone did.
My face hot, I scurried to Dave’s side. I shoved my clipboard at him, muttering something about the notes I’d written down, and was turning to leave when he caught my arm.
“Abby, would you do me a favor?” Dave said. “I told Dante you’d get him all set up with a script, costume, schedule—the works. I’ll need him up to speed on the play by next week. We don’t have any time to waste. I know he’s just an extra, but even extras have to carry their weight in the show. I’m not having this production go down in flames because of a last-minute addition to the cast.”
“Oh, okay,” I stuttered, looking across the stage to where Dante stood surrounded by a flock of giggling girls. Valerie said something to him and he laughed. Dante caught my eyes with his and I felt that same strange sensation of time slowing down between us. He seemed relaxed, but in that one drawn-out moment I could see how tense he was in the way he held his body, how carefully he kept his hands from touching anyone. I could see the strain of maintaining his control reflected in the frost-white rims of his eyes.
“You’re the best,” Dave said, breaking the moment. “I knew I could count on you.”
But long after Valerie and I had left rehearsal for the spa and our pedicures, I found myself thinking of the look in Dante’s eyes, wondering what it was that had made him so tense, so careful, so afraid.



Chapter 4
The bowling alley was packed Friday night. Of course, since Willie’s Bowling Bonanza had only eight lanes, our group with four lanes (reservations made, but ultimately not necessary) essentially had the run of the place. Besides my family of four, Jason had his entire family of ten (though that included several aunts, uncles, and at least one first cousin). Add in Valerie and Natalie, her brother, Robert, the rest of the stage crew, and one of Hannah’s friends, and the party officially accounted for more than half of the people there.
Mom and Cindy must have gone over earlier in the afternoon to prepare because when Jason and I walked through the front doors at five o’clock sharp to the claps and cheers of our family and friends, I thought the place looked like a party store had decided to hide a bowling alley among its streamers and balloons. Cindy had even hung up her homemade “Happy Birthday” banner, which had made an appearance at every birthday party for every member of either family for the last five years. The blue butcher paper was torn and the silver letters faded, but Cindy insisted a birthday just wasn’t a birthday without the banner.
“Oh, look, it’s the birthday banner,” I said to Jason, rolling my eyes a little.
But Jason grinned and swept his mom into a hug. “You found it! I thought we’d lost it after Kevin’s birthday.”
Cindy patted her son on the back. “I pulled out all the stops for you, sweetie. You only turn seventeen once, you know.”
Jason looked around at the decorations littering the bowling lanes. “Thanks, Mom, it’s just the way I like it.”
“It’s just like last year,” I sighed under my breath.
“What’s that, Abby?” Jason asked.
I plastered a smile on my face and shook my head. “Nothing, Jas. Let’s go bowling!”
***
“You, darling, are a better person than I am,” Valerie said as she sat down next to me at the empty scoring table for Lane 5. She held a plate of birthday cake and two forks in her hand.
“Tell me something I don’t know,” I grinned, taking one of the forks and attacking a corner of the chocolate cake.
She shook her head. “Every year you invite me to your birthday party and every year I come and every year it’s . . . this.” She waved her fork in random circles, encompassing the chaotic festivities around us, the crowd of parents and siblings and friends happily bowling and cheering each other on. “How can you stand it?”
I shrugged, licking the frosting off my fork. “It’s not so bad, I guess. I never have to plan the party. I never have to worry about what to get Jason for his birthday. I never have to worry about anyone forgetting my birthday.” I ticked the points off on my fingers.
“You always do the same thing. You always invite the same people. You always get the same presents.” Valerie listed her own points on her manicured nails.
“Not true.” I nodded to the small pile of wrapped presents on the table behind Lane 1 where my parents were bowling with Hannah and her friend McKenna. “I don’t know what’s in that small gold box on the edge. Obviously, the flat pink box has a sweater from Aunt Marge—two sizes too big, but still, it’s the thought that counts. The square one with the ribbon is from Hannah. She’s trying to make me join the Cult of the Brontë Sisters, so my guess is it’ll be either a giant volume of collected works or an illustrated edition of Wuthering Heights. No, wait. Jane Eyre. And you can take that to the bank.” I grinned and ate another bite of cake.
“That’s just what I mean. Where are the surprises in your life? Where is the unexpected hero arriving to sweep you off your feet and turn your world upside down?”
A loud cheer went up from Lane 2 where Jason, Natalie, Robert, Cindy, and Jason’s brother Kevin were bowling. All ten pins were down and Jason had his hands raised in victory. Natalie squealed and hugged him tight.
“Jason can be surprising,” I said, but it didn’t come out as convincing as I wanted it to. I didn’t look at Valerie; I could never slip a lie past Valerie.
“Ah, yes. Jason is full of surprises. Let me guess. He’ll bowl a perfect 300 game tonight. He’ll come over and kiss you on the forehead and say something like, ‘How’s my best girl?’ like you’re some kind of pet. He’ll get you what he always gets you for your birthday: a journal and a new pen, with a card that says, ‘May all your dreams come true.’ And then he’ll take you home tonight and kiss you on the doorstep for the first time”—Valerie swept the back of her hand to her forehead, feigning a swoon, and then dropped her hand and looked me square in the eyes—“but instead of the fireworks you’re expecting, Abby, it’ll just be a kiss. A perfect, textbook, unsurprising kiss.”
I toyed with my fork, scraping the last of the frosting from the plate.
“Jason’s a great guy, Abby, don’t get me wrong. He’s got a good heart and he’ll make some girl really happy. But let’s face it. He’s not making you happy. Ever since you guys switched from ‘being friends’ to ‘dating,’ you’ve lost something, Abby. You’ve lost the spark that kept you curious and daring and willing to branch out and try new things.”
“I’m trying new things!”
“Like what?”
Like applying for Emery College, I thought. But I couldn’t tell Valerie that. Not yet. I didn’t want to jinx anything by saying it out loud. I pushed the empty plate away from me, worried that Valerie might be right.
“All I’m saying, Abby, is you need to take a hard look at your life, at your dreams, and decide if this is what you really want. Now, before you run out of time.”
“Can we talk about something else, please? This is my birthday party, you know.” I frowned. “Anyway, you already gave me a present, you don’t need to give me this dose of reality, too.”
We watched Natalie bowl another frame, shaking her head and laughing as she scored two gutter balls in a row.
“Is Natalie dating anyone right now?” Valerie asked me.
I shrugged. “If she is, she hasn’t mentioned it to me. Why?”
Valerie tapped her fingernails against the table. “I was thinking of setting her up on a date.”
“Who with?”
“The new guy—”
“Dante?” I blurted. “You want to set her up with him?”
“What? No, not him. I was thinking of the new guy who just transferred to my math class.” Valerie turned her piercing blue eyes on me. “But now why would you think of Dante Alexander so quickly? Has the Italian hunk been on your mind lately?”
I blushed. “It’s not like that. Dave asked me to get him set up for the play, help him rehearse . . .” My voice trailed off as Valerie shook her head.
“No, you can’t. Tell Dave to find someone else.”
“What are you talking about?”
Valerie cut a glance right and left. I almost laughed; I didn’t think anyone really did that outside of the movies. Valerie leaned close. “He’s dangerous, Abby.”
“Dante?” I thought back to the end of Thursday’s rehearsal and the fear I had seen in his eyes. He hadn’t seemed particularly dangerous. In fact, he had seemed desperately in need of help.
Valerie nodded. “He’s not really an exchange student from Italy at all. He’s from New York and he’s been living in Leo’s apartment above the Dungeon for the last year. I think Leo is his uncle or some other relative. Anyway, I heard he was in some kind of trouble with the law in New York. Abby—they say he killed someone.”
“Are you insane? Where are you getting this?”
Valerie sighed. “Honestly, Abby, it’s all over the school.”
“He arrived yesterday.”
“I know. And Amanda’s friend Ashlyn talked to James who heard it from Troy’s girlfriend, Melissa Cooper. As in Officer Cooper. As in her dad.”
“I know who Melissa Cooper is,” I said. “It’s just gossip, Val. Besides, think about it: If Officer Cooper knows that Dante has been hiding from the law for the past year in the Dungeon, why doesn’t he just go over there and arrest him?”
“He’s not ‘hiding from the law.’ He’s on probation or something like that. As long as he doesn’t commit any crimes, there’s nothing the police can do about it.”
“But—killing someone?”
Valerie shrugged and reached for her purse. “I’m just telling you what I heard.”
“It’s nonsense.”
“Just be careful around him, okay? Please? For your very bestest friend?” Valerie batted her eyelashes innocently.
“Fine. I’ll be careful. But I still have to help him with the play. I’m the assistant director. It’s my job.”
“Whatever. Here. I got you this.” Valerie slid an envelope across the table with my name written on it in her looping, swirling handwriting. “It’s a gift certificate to the spa.” She smiled at me brightly. “It’s like cash—only more restrictive.”
I rolled my eyes. “Thanks, Val. You’re the best.”
“Tell me something I don’t know, darling.”
***
“How’s my best girl?” Jason asked, reaching over to squeeze my hand before shifting his truck into third gear.
I shrugged, a flash of annoyance leaving a bitter taste in my mouth. “I’m okay.”
“Really? You seem kind of quiet tonight.”
It was after eleven; we’d been the last people out of the bowling alley and I was more than ready to go home.
“Sorry. No, I’m fine. Just tired.”
Jason smiled over at me. “Well, I hope you’re not too tired to open one more present.”
I felt myself blush in the darkness. “You know you don’t have to get me anything.”
“I know. But I wanted to.”
He turned onto our street. I could see lights glowing from both my front porch and his. Great. Looked like we’d have an audience for this kiss. I swallowed a sigh and tried to muster up some excitement, but all I ended up with was a twinge of a headache behind my left eye and a deep weariness in my whole body.
Jason pulled into my driveway and set the brake. He left the engine running, though, and the heater warmed up the truck’s cab to the point where I could take off my gloves. The porch light hinted at a glint of gold around my wrist. I had truly been surprised at the gold watch my parents had given me and I hadn’t taken it off all evening.
Jason reached into the backseat where he had stored the box of my other presents. He fished out a small, square gift from between the sweater from Aunt Marge and the illustrated edition of Jane Eyre. He gave it to me with hands that shook a little.
Some of my exhaustion vanished at the sight of Jason’s trembling hands; I was flattered that he would be nervous.
I felt a swell of affection for him. Jason was a good guy—a good boyfriend. Valerie was wrong. Jason did make me happy. This kiss would be something special, something I would remember forever. It had to be.
Smiling, my heart warm in my chest, I slid my finger under the envelope flap and pulled out the card. A pastel sunset covered the top half of the card. Soft waves lapped at a golden beach. Written in raised, flowing script were the words “Happy Birthday.” I opened the card and read the message inside: “May all your birthday wishes come true.” No inscription. No personalized note. Just Jason’s signature at the bottom.
I quickly unwrapped the present. A journal and a pen.
I felt my smile freeze on my face and my heart sink a little.
“Do you like it?” Jason rubbed the back of his arm with his hand.
“Y-yes,” I stammered. “It’s great. Thank you.”
“I know I got you one last year, but I figured by now you’d have filled it up and might need a new one.”
“It’s really nice. Thanks,” I said again, trying to inject some brightness into my voice. Didn’t Jason know by now that I liked to keep my journal electronically instead of handwriting it in a book?
I coughed and swallowed hard. “I have something for you, too.” I reached into my coat pocket and pulled out a slim CD jewel case. “I hope you like it.” I had drawn “XVII 4 XVII” on the cover in dark blue ink and then written underneath it in block letters: “Seventeen for Seventeen.”
Jason flipped the case over to read the playlist. He frowned and immediately flipped it back to the front. He popped it open and looked at the unlabeled CD. “What’s on it?”
“That’s the surprise,” I said smiling. “You’ll have to listen to it first. That way each song is like a mini-present you can unwrap . . .” My voice trailed off at the slightly panicked look on Jason’s face. “I’ll e-mail you the set list,” I sighed.
“Thanks,” Jason said, his smile sincere. He popped out the CD from his truck’s player and slipped in the one I’d made for him. “What’s the first song?”
“It’s a cover of ‘Time after Time’ by a singer named J. J. O’Hare. She’s from Ireland and has this great jazzy-bluesy voice. Valerie downloaded a bunch of her songs for me, and when I heard this cover I thought of you.”
“Leave it to Valerie to find the weirdest music on the Web.”
“It’s not weird,” I protested, stung. I didn’t mention that I had been the one to introduce Valerie to J. J. O’Hare’s music.
“Hey, listen, I didn’t mean it like that. I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay,” I said, looking out the window. A swirling snow had started to fall, soft and silent. The heat in the cab was stifling. I wanted to open the door and lie on my back in the dark and let the snow fall onto my face, but the clock on the dashboard warned me that it was almost midnight and I knew Jason had other plans. I knew he was going to kiss me before midnight no matter what.
Sure enough, I heard Jason gently whisper my name. I felt his thumb stroking the back of my hand until I turned to look at him.
His nervousness was back. So was my annoyance. This was so obviously not the right time for a kiss. He had missed the perfect opportunity yesterday—twice!—waiting for this moment and now it was all wrong. The mood was all wrong—my mood was all wrong—and I felt frustrated that Jason couldn’t see that, couldn’t feel that.
Jason leaned closer. He closed his eyes.
Our lips met.
There were no fireworks.
At least not for me.
Jason pulled away and I saw the firework lights in his eyes, in the flush on his skin, in the tremulous curve of his smile. “You’re my best girl, Abby. Thanks for the best birthday yet.”
I felt so much older than seventeen. Cold and old and hollow.
I felt like crying.



Chapter 5
Abby.” Hannah’s voice sounded loud right next to my ear.
I started awake, rolling over and blinking at my sister who stood next to my bed, a smirk—there was no other word for it—on her face. Morning sun streamed through my curtains, turning my room a soft shade of white-yellow.
“There’s someone here to see you.”
I checked the time on my new watch: 8:12. Way too early on a Saturday morning for visitors.
“Whoizzit?” I mumbled, flopping my pillow over my face. “Jason? Tell him I’ll call him later.”
“It’s not Jason,” Hannah said. “It’s some guy—Dan something?—from your drama class?”
My eyes flew open and I sat up in bed. “Dante? What’s he doing here?” How does he even know where I live? I wondered.
Hannah shrugged. “I don’t know, Abby. Why don’t you go downstairs and ask him yourself?”
“You let him in the house?”
“Why wouldn’t I?” Hannah asked. “It’s the polite thing to do.”
“It’s the insane thing to do, Hannah,” I growled. “Do you know what time it is?”
“I’ll tell him you’re coming right down.” She smiled sweetly at me as she flounced out the door.
Grumbling at having to bear the burden of a younger sister, I crawled out of bed and shoved my feet into a pair of slippers. As I descended the stairs, I wrapped my robe around me and tried to smooth down my hair.
Dante was waiting for me in the front room. When I saw him, I stopped on the last step, feeling extremely frumpy and frazzled.
He had unbuttoned his navy blue pea coat, and I could see the long lines of his body underneath. He had brushed back his hair, though it still threatened to fall over his clear gray eyes at any time.
I caught my breath at the sight of those eyes. I had forgotten how beautiful they were. I felt like I could spend hours studying them.
“Abby?” That now-familiar small smile crossed his lips.
“What?” I startled back to the present moment. “Oh—” I hurried into the front room.
“Please accept my apologies, Abby. I didn’t mean to wake you. I guess I didn’t realize it was so early.” Dante tugged at the gloves on his hands.
“No, no, it’s okay,” I said, trying furtively to pull my hair into a ponytail and out of my eyes. “What’s up?”
Dante watched me curl up on the love seat and swallowed hard. He shoved his hands deep into his coat pockets. “I had hoped to speak with you about the play. But I could come back if now is not a good time . . .” He gestured to the front door and took a step away.
“No, it’s fine.” I didn’t want to see him go. I was curious to find out why he’d come by. It couldn’t just be to talk about the play, could it? I felt my breath quicken as I realized I hoped I was wrong. “It’s a little early, but, knowing Dave, he’ll want you ready to go by Monday’s rehearsal. You may not have noticed, but he’s a little intense about his work.”
“I’d noticed,” Dante said dryly.
I pulled a pillow to my chest and grinned.
Hannah appeared in the entryway, her attention immediately fixing on Dante. “Abby, Mom wants to know if your friend wants to stay for breakfast.”
I looked at Dante. “Would you like to? It’s okay to say no,” I said in a stage whisper.
Dante’s eyes flickered to the front door again and he looked so uncomfortable that an impromptu idea flashed through me. I turned to Hannah. “Tell Mom thanks, but no, we’re going out for breakfast this morning.”
I couldn’t tell who was the most surprised at this statement, Hannah or Dante or me. I stood up from the love seat. “Just give me a minute to get ready, Dante, and we can go, okay?”
Dante nodded, naked relief in his eyes. “I’ll wait for you outside.” He slipped out the front door.
Hannah crossed her arms and frowned at me. “Mom’s not gonna be happy about this.”
“It’s not a date,” I said gruffly.
Hannah sniffed. “I’ll say it right now, then—I told you so.” She waltzed back to the kitchen.
I ran up the stairs, tossing my robe onto my bed the instant I closed the door behind me. My mind raced. What was I doing? I had just asked an almost complete stranger to go to breakfast with me. A potentially dangerous stranger, if Valerie was to be believed. A small laugh bubbled up. This was something the old Abby would have done—no schedules, no planning, just . . . seizing the moment, following where the day would take me. I hadn’t realized how confined I’d been feeling until I realized how liberated I felt instead.
I changed out of my pajamas and pulled on a pair of jeans and a light green turtleneck sweater. I ran a brush through my hair and twisted it into a quick French knot at the base of my neck. On the way out of my bedroom, I grabbed my backpack, my jacket, and my keys.
I had just swung down from the stairs when Mom called my name.
“What’s this about a breakfast date with someone?”
“It’s not a date, Mom. Dante’s in the play I’m directing. This is like a . . . a working breakfast. Look, I’ll explain everything when I get home, okay?”
Mom crossed her arms and frowned; she looked just like Hannah. “I’m not happy about this, but—”
“Thanks, Mom, you’re the best!” I kissed her cheek, pulled on my jacket, and slipped out the door.
I saw Dante straighten up from where he had been leaning against the porch railing. His breath plumed in the cold air.
“Ready?” I asked, jingling my keys.
Dante hesitated, looking down at the fuzzy blue slippers on my feet.
I laughed. “I guess this’ll be a blue-slippers-and-breakfast kind of day. I’m surprised you didn’t get the message.”
“Perhaps it’ll come later this afternoon,” Dante replied with his small smile.
I cocked my head at Dante and felt another laugh bubble up inside me. Jason wouldn’t have played along with me. Jason would have made me change into shoes. Of course, Jason wouldn’t have shown up unexpectedly on a Saturday morning at all.
“Dante,” I said, “I think we are going to be friends.”
The rising sun changed Dante’s eyes to silver, and the sudden tingle in my fingertips had nothing to do with the January cold.
“I’d like that very much.”
“Shall we?” I gestured to my car parked at the curb.
I had taken only one step before Dante swept me off my feet, literally, and into his arms, cradling me to his chest.
I caught my breath as time seemed to coalesce around me. I had time enough to watch the sunlight slowly pool in the empty footsteps that led across the front yard, up the driveway, up the porch, and to my front door where Dante stood, holding me close. I had time enough to feel Dante’s strong arms tighten around me, to hear the sharp intake of his breath. I could almost taste the dusty odor from his pea coat.
And then we were standing by my car. Dante lowered me to a clear spot on the curb and stepped back. I blinked, disoriented, my heart beating faster at Dante’s nearness.
“I didn’t want your slippers to get wet,” he said quietly, tucking his hands back into his coat pockets. He looked a little pale.
“Th-thanks,” I said. I opened the door, and the movement helped shake off the lingering sense of déjà vu.
Dante walked around the car and slid into the passenger seat.
“Where would you like to go?” I asked, turning the key in the ignition. My car rumbled, coughing and sputtering, to reluctant life. “The Dungeon’s not open for breakfast, is it?”
Dante shook his head quickly. “No, let’s not go there. Where’s your favorite place? Someplace not too crowded,” he added in a hurry.
“How much time do you have?” I turned the heater to full and breathed warm air into my cupped hands.
Dante’s eyes were serious. “I have all the time in the world.”
“Excellent. Helen’s Café it is.” I turned on my CD player and pulled out onto the street, the opening notes of “Stopping Time” by Darwin Glass trailing behind us like falling snow.
Only you can turn the time
Only you can stop the tide
Only you can turn and save me
From tomorrow’s bitter ride
***
The parking lot for Helen’s Café was empty. As usual. The service was so slow at Helen’s that hardly anyone ever ate there anymore. But I didn’t mind. In fact, on some days I liked the peace and quiet that Helen’s offered.
The café was deserted when we walked in, and the sign by the hostess desk invited us to seat ourselves, so Dante and I selected a booth by the large picture-frame front window. The décor was classic kitsch—porcelain chickens nesting on high shelves; knockoff watercolors of limp water lilies; collections of spoons, shot glasses, and thimbles from around the world.
Dante looked around, seeming half interested, half appalled.
“Try not to look at anything directly,” I suggested. “It makes it easier.”
“This is your favorite place?”
I shrugged. “I admit the décor is terrible, and the service is worse, but the food is surprisingly good. Plus, with no one around, we can stay and talk as long as we’d like.”
“Are we going to talk long?” Dante raised an eyebrow.
“Depends.” I handed him one of the menus stacked on the side of the table.
“On?” He took the menu but didn’t open it.
“On how much there is to say,” I said lightly.
Dante regarded me with those clear eyes. “Then we might be here a long time.”
I felt a flutter of anticipation and excitement. Quickly, I perused the menu even though I knew exactly what I wanted to order. I could still feel Dante’s eyes on me. A thrill danced on my skin.
How long had it been since I’d had a getting-to-know-you conversation? I knew everything about Jason; I knew nothing about Dante.
“Sorry for the wait.” A waitress appeared at our table, notepad in hand, not sounding sorry at all. “What’ll you have?”
Dante ordered pancakes (blueberry), eggs (over easy), and two slices of toast (rye). I ordered my favorite: a Belgian waffle with a custom raspberry, blackberry, and whipped cream puree, half an English muffin, toasted, and a tall glass of freshly squeezed orange juice. In January, a rare treat.
As the waitress left, I closed the menu and reached for my backpack. “Okay, here are the rules.”
“Excuse me?” Dante frowned in confusion.
“The getting-to-know-Dante rules,” I said, placing a notebook and a pen on the table. “Don’t panic. There are only two rules to remember. First, you have to write down the first thing that comes to your mind when I say so. Second, you have to be completely honest. The game won’t work if you lie about your answers.” I ripped out a blank sheet of paper from my notebook and slid it across the table. “Ready?”
Dante looked from me to the paper and back again, a strange light in his eyes. “You are a dangerous woman, Abby,” he said softly.
“Ha! No one’s ever called me dangerous before.” I felt myself blush under his gaze and thought that perhaps I shouldn’t like so much the way my name sounded in his mouth.
“You are not afraid to ask for the truth. And you strike me as a person who is not afraid to hear the truth, either. That makes you dangerous.” He picked up the pen and uncapped it. “I will play your game.” He grinned at me. “I can be as dangerous as you.”
He’s dangerous, Valerie’s voice reminded me. I pointedly ignored it. Dante had been the perfect gentleman so far this morning. I wiggled my newly pedicured, freshly repainted, lucky-green toes in my warm—and dry—fuzzy slippers.
“Number one: What do you think of when I say the word . . . breakfast?”
Dante wrote down two words and then looked up at me expectantly.
I blinked. “Um, that’s it?” Usually when I played this game with one of my friends, it took hours because we all wrote such epic, rambling, convoluted responses. In fact, Valerie liked to see how much she could write before we forced her to the next word. Her record was a page and a half.
“You said to write down the first thing I thought of.” Dante looked down at the paper in front of him. “Have I done something wrong?”
“No, no, it’s fine. What about . . . Italy?” Surely that would spark a sentence or two.
Two words.
“Dream.”
Another pair of words. Okay, I thought. Interesting.
I fired words at him faster and faster, some of the best ones I’d ever come up with for the game—beauty, temptation, goal, wish, love, future, laughter, hope, heaven—determined to get him to write a complete answer or sentence—something more than two words. But after each one, Dante wrote down just two simple words.
“Deadly.”
Dante flinched, the pen hovering over the page.
“Hesitation!” I said as though I was calling a penalty. “Remember, you have to write down the first thing you think of. And you promised to be totally honest.” I tapped the top of the paper.
The color drained from Dante’s face. He didn’t look at me. His hand trembled as he scrawled an answer across the page. Then he deliberately replaced the cap on the pen and folded the paper in half once, then in half again.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
Dante handed the pen to me. “I have revealed as much truth as I can. Perhaps we can finish this later.”
I reached for the paper. “Let’s see—”
Dante’s hand slapped down on the folded square. “The rules said nothing about having to show you my answers.” His voice had a hard edge to it that I hadn’t heard before. In an instant, his eyes had changed from light gray to the dark gray of storm clouds.
I slowly withdrew my hand as though he had struck me, even though his hands remained flat on the tabletop. Shaken, I wondered what had brought on this sudden change in his attitude. Was it the game? It was supposed to have been innocent and fun.
I could feel the tension building between us, and that was the last thing I wanted to have happen.
The waitress finally returned with our food, plunking down the plates in front of us.
The interruption broke the tension. I could feel it draining away as we both fiddled with our silverware. As the waitress strolled away, I opened my mouth to apologize to Dante. He beat me to it.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have spoken to you that way.”
“No, I’m sorry. You were a good sport to even play on such short notice.”
Dante’s storm-cloud eyes lightened a little. “Perhaps it’s my turn to get to know you.”
“Oh, I’m not that interesting,” I waved off his words.
“You’re the most interesting person I’ve met so far,” he said.
“How many people could you have met since Thursday?”
“You might be surprised.” Dante took a sip of water. “Leo has been a very good host.”
“So you are staying with Leo?” I asked. “I heard he was, like, your uncle or something?”
Dante smiled crookedly. “Something like that. He’s my . . . sponsor? Is that the right word?” He shook his head and tried again. “He’s the person watching over me while I’m here.”
“And how long will you be here?”
“Depends.”
“On?”
“On how long you want me to stay,” he said lightly.
Then you might be here a long time, I thought, a little surprised at my instant reaction. Before I could say anything, though, Dante nodded toward the waitress who was leaning against the door that opened into the back room.
“Is she the Helen of the Café?” Dante asked.
“Who, her?” I spread a thin coating of butter on my English muffin. “No, there is no Helen. It’s just a name.”
“Ah, but names are powerful. Telling,” Dante observed. “Abby, for example, means one who gives joy.”
I smiled at the compliment. “What does your name mean?”
“Lasting,” he said, a shadow crossing his features before he quickly segued with, “and Helen was the name of the most beautiful woman in the world.”
“Helen of Troy.”
“Helen of Troy.” Dante nodded, taking a drink of water.
“Helen and Paris,” I said, sighing a little. “It’s kind of romantic, don’t you think? Running away with the man of your dreams?”
Dante snorted. “What are you talking about? Helen’s broken marriage vow was the downfall of the Trojans.”
I shrugged. “Maybe, but the Greeks were going to win that war. I mean, have you read the Iliad? The Trojans were destined to fall—”
“Have you read the Aeneid?” Dante asked with a raised eyebrow. “There’s always another side to the story. There’s always more going on than you might imagine.”
A slow smile crossed my face. How long had it been since I’d had a spirited discussion about something literary? About something other than Jason’s shop class or his truck?
“The Aeneid? Never read it. I doubt it’s as good as Homer, though.” I set down my fork and leaned my elbows on the table, resting my chin on my laced fingers. “Convince me otherwise,” I invited.
Dante glanced around at the empty café before regarding me with a bright light in his eyes.
“C’mon, Dante,” I teased a little. “Convince me that Helen was the true villain of the story.” Watching the smooth lines of his throat moving as he swallowed a mouthful of water, I felt my own mouth grow dry.
Dante wadded up his napkin and tossed it on the table. He bowed his head for a moment, the stillness I’d noticed about him more pronounced. He seemed to gather up the nearby space, drawing it around him like a hurricane around an eye. “Helen brought war to Troy and left nothing but devastation in her wake. Aeneas has had to watch his friends and family die, his homeland be ravaged by war, his home burn to the ground. And as he stumbles into the smoking ruin of the temple, who does he find?”
Dante’s countenance subtly shifted, his eyes growing distant and hard, his voice lowering in timbre and gaining in strength as the words poured out of him like smoky honey, like liquid fire.
That woman, terrified of the Trojans’ hate
For the city overthrown, terrified too
Of Danaan vengeance, her abandoned husband’s
Anger after years—Helen, that Fury
Both to her own homeland and Troy, had gone
To earth, a hated thing, before the altars.
He closed his eyes, sweeping his hands through his hair before continuing. Sweat beaded on his forehead and his chest rose and fell as he gulped in air.
Now fires blazed up in my own spirit—
A passion to avenge my fallen town
And punish Helen’s whorishness.
He leaned across the table. Heat seemed to radiate off him in waves.
“Shall this one,” he hissed,
“Look untouched on Sparta and Mycenae
After her triumph, going like a queen,
And see her home and husband, kin and children,
With Trojan girls for escort, Phrygian slaves?
Must Priam perish by the sword for this?
Troy burn, for this? Dardania’s littoral
Be soaked in blood, so many times, for this?”
He looked at me from underneath lowered lids and his voice was deadly quiet.
“Not by my leave. I know
No glory comes of punishing a woman,
The feat can bring no honor. Still, I’ll be
Approved for snuffing out a monstrous life,
For a just sentence carried out. My heart
Will teem with joy in this avenging fire,
And the ashes of my kin will be appeased.”
He slumped back against the booth and drained his water glass in one swallow. When he placed the glass back on the table, it was like a switch had been flipped: he was back from being Aeneas to being Dante. The transformation was startling.
Chills walked up and down my spine. “I’m convinced,” I said. “Where did you learn to act like that? It was . . . incredible.”
Dante smiled wanly across the table. “Grazie.”
“Does Dave know you can act?” I asked, then quickly shook my head. “Maybe it’s best if he doesn’t know. He’d want to recast Much Ado about Nothing and then there would be much ado about everything. It’s too bad you didn’t transfer back in December when we held auditions. You would have sewn up Benedick’s role, no doubt.”
“I’m happy just being an extra,” Dante said, toying with his toast.
“But to play Benedick? It’s the best role in the play. He has all that great verbal sparring with Beatrice.”
“I’m enjoying the verbal sparring with Abby at the moment,” he said with a smile.
I felt myself blush, and a twinge of guilt wormed its way into me. Seriously, what was I doing? Not twelve hours ago I had kissed my boyfriend for the first time, and now I was having breakfast—and flirting?—with someone else? But this wasn’t a date, I reminded myself. This was a working breakfast. Maybe it was time I started treating it as such before things got out of hand. At least more out of hand than they already were.
I cleared my throat and took a sip of my juice. “Speaking of the play . . .” I pulled open my backpack and fished out my tattered copy of Much Ado about Nothing. I set it on the table between us, a shield to deflect the growing attraction I knew we both felt. “I assume you’ve already read the play, but you can borrow my copy if you want to brush up on the story. You may be happy just being an extra, but Dave requires everyone to be familiar with the entire play. Even those of us without any lines.” I pointed at Dante. “Even those of us backstage.” I pointed at myself.
“Abby—”
“I think I’ve got a rehearsal schedule here somewhere.” I dug in my backpack again.
“Abby.” Dante cleared his throat.
I looked up. “Yes?”
“I . . . I’m sorry, but I’m not familiar with this play.” Dante touched a finger to the copy on the table.
I blinked. “Really? Oh, well, it’s one of Shakespeare’s easier plays to read—not like Hamlet or Richard the Third. . .”
Dante looked down and aligned the edge of his fork with the place mat on the table.
“You haven’t read Hamlet, either, have you?”
Dante moved his empty water glass a quarter of an inch to the left.
“Have you read any Shakespeare at all?”
Dante didn’t say anything, embarrassment staining his skin like a dark shadow.
“Right. O-kay.” I frowned, confused. “But you’ve read the Aeneid and Homer . . . how did you miss reading Shakespeare in your tour through the classics?”
Dante looked at his hands. “My education has been . . . uneven at times.”
I nodded. “Well, that’s easy enough to fix.” I dug in my backpack again, withdrawing my drama notebook and slapping it down over the copy of the play. “Borrow my notes as well. I had to outline the whole play for Dave, plus do character analyses and plot summaries and identify the predominant themes of the play along with ideas of how to communicate those themes on stage.” I grinned at Dante. “Dave can be a little obsessive about his plays.” I tapped the cover of the notebook. “If you have any questions, just ask.”
Dante gathered up the notebook and play. “Grazie, Abby. You are a good friend to help me.”
I shrugged. “It’s what friends do.”
“I’m glad we can be friends,” he said. He almost reached for my hand, but at the last minute he curled his fingers to his palm instead.
He kept his fist closed tight the entire drive home. We talked about school—I told him which teachers were the best and which days to avoid eating at the cafeteria. We talked about my family—Hannah’s obsession with Victorian romance novels, Mom’s latest cooking fiasco, Dad’s love of bad puns. We talked about my friends—Valerie, Natalie, and Jason.
It wasn’t until I had dropped Dante off at the Dungeon and watched him slip into the side door that led to what must be an upstairs apartment that I realized we had talked about everything—except him.
***
Tossing my backpack and jacket on the table next to the front door, I called, “I’m home.”
“Abby, is that you?” Mom’s voice came from the kitchen. “I thought you were going to breakfast with your friend.”
“I did. I just got back.” I walked into the kitchen and stood next to Hannah at the table.
Mom cocked her head. “But you just left . . .”
I felt a strange jolt, and my surroundings stuttered and jumped around me like a missed frame in a movie.
Time seemed to stop, and I had a chance to look around the table. Dad was still reading the sports page—the first section he liked to read in the morning. Mom was still in her bathrobe and slippers. Hannah was still in her pajamas. Breakfast was still hot—the bacon still crisp, the pancakes still steaming under puddles of sticky syrup, the juice glasses still full.
I glanced at my watch: 8:45. A wave of heat washed through me, followed by a splash of cold. It had been just over half an hour since Hannah had woken me up. Enough time to drive to Helen’s Café and back—provided I hadn’t stayed to eat. But I had. Hadn’t I? I didn’t feel hungry. If anything, I felt uneasy and disoriented. I sat down at the table.
My hand shook as I reached in my back pocket for the receipt from the café to check the time printed on the slip. My pocket was empty. How could that be? I clearly remembered paying for breakfast. But at the same time, I clearly remembered Dante picking up the check, paying for the meal, and pocketing the receipt. They couldn’t have both happened. How could I remember two different things? I shook my head. Without the receipt, there was no proof of the hours I had spent with Dante at breakfast. Just my memories. How did I already have a morning’s worth of memories if the morning had just started? What was going on?
“Abby, are you all right? You look a little pale.” Mom pressed the back of her wrist to my forehead. “Why don’t you have something to eat?”
I shook off her hand and pushed away the plate of pancakes like it was poisoned. “I’m fine.” Though I wasn’t. “I guess I’m still a little tired from the party last night.” Though I wasn’t. “I’m sure I’ll feel better by lunch.” Though I wasn’t sure of that, either.



Chapter 6
I slammed my hand against my locker. Stupid lock. Sighing, I shifted my backpack and tried the combination again. What was it again? 36–24–34? No, 34–24–36. That didn’t sound right either. Why couldn’t I remember three little numbers?
Crowds of people flowed up and down the hallway in a steady stream, eddying around chattering knots, parting, drifting, and re-forming in seamless currents. The constant motion around me was soothing and a little hypnotic. I felt like I could watch the patterns for hours.
C’mon, Abby. Think! I shook my head, studying my locker door and fiddling with the combination lock. But it was hard to focus. Hard to think. Grumbling, I dropped my backpack and hit the locker with the flat of my hand again.
Ever since Saturday’s breakfast with Dante—days ago—my life had felt like it was one step behind and, as Hannah had so eloquently put it last night at dinner, I’d turned into a grouchy, grumpy mess.
And to top it all off, I’d been late to rehearsal every night this week and Dave hadn’t been happy at all. I had a constant headache that no amount of aspirin could touch. I felt all twisted up inside like a Celtic knot; I couldn’t even begin to figure out where to start unraveling the mess. I could feel the pressure weighing me down, slowing me down, keeping me down.
Leaning my forehead against the cool metal, I closed my eyes, feeling the rising pressure sliding through me like tentacles, sucking the energy and life from my limbs. I could still sense the ebb and flow of people moving—laughing, talking, jostling—all around me. I couldn’t breathe. I felt like I was drowning.
A bright light flashed behind my eyes, stabbing into my brain like a hundred knives.
Not again, I thought wearily, my hands clammy with fear.
I’d been having these flashes every couple of hours, sometimes more frequently, for the last couple of days. And the terrifying thing was that they seemed to be flashes of the future. The first one had happened Sunday afternoon. A flash of white light and a glimpse of Mom cooking tuna casserole for dinner. I hadn’t thought much about it until dinner: tuna casserole. Weird, but not that weird.
But then, when I woke up on Monday morning, I had another flash: Hannah wearing her blue shirt with the white lace trim. And that time I also heard the whisper of her complaint that her favorite red blouse still had a stain on the sleeve. When Hannah barged into the bathroom later that morning wearing that same blue shirt with that same complaint on her lips, I almost dropped the hair dryer in shock.
The flashes had grown more frequent, more intense, and more accurate since then. It was like having some kind of a strange future déjà vu.
No, please, not now, I thought as the light grew brighter, the sharp pain lacerating my mind. Frantic, I spun the dial and the lock popped open. Hallelujah! I grabbed my books at random and shoved them into my already stuffed backpack. Maybe I could get to class before—
Natalie in a green shirt—
“Hey, Abby. What’s up?” Natalie leaned against the bank of lockers, her green shirt the exact same shade as the one I saw in my mind’s eye.
“Hey, Nat,” I said, grateful that my voice still worked. In my vision I heard myself ask “What time is it?” a bare second before the words left my lips in reality. A real-time flash? What was happening? My eyes hurt from the double vision.
I saw two Natalies glance at the clock on her cell phone. “It’s almost noon. Is your watch broken?” She nodded to—a flash of gold on my wrist— the gold watch on my wrist.
I shook it briskly, frowning. “I don’t know. It hasn’t been working right all week. It’s been running fast, and then, I don’t know, it’ll just stop for a while and then start up again.” My heart beat a double rhythm in my chest. Cold sweat covered my skin.
“Weird. Maybe it needs a new battery,” Natalie said, waving the conversation away with her hand.
Now she’ll say she’s late for history—
“Listen, I’m late for history—what are you doing this weekend?”
I shrugged. “Unless Jason has plans, nothing, I guess.” Just slowly losing my mind is all.
“Great. Then you’re both coming to the Dungeon with us on Friday. If I don’t see you later—see you later!” The surging crowds swallowed Natalie whole.
The double vision disappeared instantly. My constant headache roared with renewed strength. I blinked several times, my eyes dry and burning.
“Both?” I said, and then I felt Jason’s hands slide over my shoulders. I hadn’t noticed that he’d walked up behind me.
“You’re not planning on doing your homework during lunch, are you?” he asked with a smile. He held up a brown paper lunch bag. “I thought we had a date.”
“What?” I looked down at the books in my hand. “Oh. No. It’s just . . . Is it lunchtime already?” I shoved my math book back into my locker.
Jason’s forehead creased with worry. “Are you okay? You seem a little . . . distracted lately.”
“No, really, I’m fine. Let’s have lunch.” Maybe some food would calm me down.
I followed Jason through the crowded cafeteria to our regular table. He pulled out the chair for me and I sat down gratefully. My limbs felt heavy and uncoordinated. The hands of my watch lurched into motion, sweeping in a swift circle around the dial. The edges of my vision blurred with a kaleidoscope of swirling colors. “I could use one of your mom’s famous chicken salad sandwiches right now,” I said, dropping my backpack on the chair next to me.
Jason looked at me quizzically. “How did you know Mom made chicken salad for lunch?”
My heart dropped in my chest. “Just lucky, I guess.” I shivered despite the hot, crowded cafeteria. A sudden wave of nausea rushed through me and I grabbed the edge of the table and held on tight. The dizziness passed as quickly as it had come. When my vision cleared, I saw Dante standing across the table from us, concern in his stormy gray eyes.
I saw his mouth move, but I couldn’t hear anything except a wild rush of wind in my ears.
“Abby?”
This time I heard my name clearly but I wasn’t sure who had said it, let alone when. What is happening to me? Real fear gripped me, leaving a sour taste in my mouth.
I saw Dante hesitate a moment, then set his mouth in a thin line and walk straight for our table. “May I?” he asked, touching the back of the chair next to me.
“Sure,” I said. With shaking hands, I lifted my backpack off the chair and pushed it out for Dante.
He sat down and clasped his gloved hand around my wrist. Time, already fractured, seemed to stop altogether. The roar of the cafeteria dulled to a distant murmur. I watched Jason turn toward me in slow motion, a frown on his face.
“I’m sorry, Abby,” Dante said quickly. “I was careless on Saturday. I shouldn’t have carried you to the car. I shouldn’t have . . .” He shook his head. “If I had known you’d been suffering all this time . . .” A dark shadow crossed his face. “I thought I had it under control.” He drew in a deep breath. I could almost see the flow of air into his body. “I know what you are going through and I will make things right,” he said in a low voice. “I promise.”
“What?” My mind struggled to keep up with the flood of his words. The pressure inside me flexed like a clenched fist.
“Meet me on the north side of the parking lot before rehearsal starts this afternoon. Alone.” Dante leaned close enough to me that I could smell the dusty-sweet scent of his wool coat. “Promise me you’ll be there, Abby. Ti prego.”
His fingers skimmed over the back of my hand like a summer breeze through leaves. Dante’s eyes met mine and a feeling like a shower of cold water washed over me, leaving me clean, cool, and calm. My heart settled back into its normal rhythm. My eyes stopped seeing horrifying double visions of the present and the future. The tight knot in my chest loosened, unraveling enough for me to take a deep breath. I felt myself on solid ground for the first time all day, all week.
Dante removed his hand from my wrist and time snapped back into its regular rhythm. I could still feel the pressure in my bones, but now it was distant, tamed by Dante’s touch. I hoped I could handle the remaining pressure on my own. I hoped the worst was over.
Dante leaned back in his chair as though we’d never had a whispered conversation in the middle of the cafeteria.
Without taking his eyes off Dante, Jason shifted his chair closer to mine.
“It’s nice to finally meet you, Jason. Abby speaks quite highly of you.” Dante tugged at the edge of his gloves, readjusting the fit of them over his strong hands.
“Thanks,” Jason said with a curt nod of his head and a sharp glance at me. “When did you guys talk?”
“During breakfast on Saturday,” I blurted and then immediately wished I hadn’t said anything. I took a bite of my sandwich to prevent myself from saying anything else.
“Really?” Jason looked from me to Dante and back again, his hazel eyes hardening into amber.
“It was a working breakfast,” Dante said smoothly, not looking at me. “Abby was helping me with the rehearsal schedule for the play.”
“That’s right,” Jason said coolly. “I’d forgotten you were in the play. I haven’t seen you at rehearsal the last couple of days.”
“‘I wasted time, and now doth time waste me,’” Dante said with a rueful grin. “You see, Abby, I have been studying.”
I grinned. “Hamlet, no less. Good. You’ll need it to charm your way back into Dave’s good graces. He was set on cutting you from the play when you didn’t show up Monday. Don’t worry,” I said as Dante frowned, “I talked him into giving you an extension. You’re coming today, right?”
“Absolutely.”
“Good. We’re moving into Act Two and then jumping ahead to the scene at the masquerade ball. It’s one of the best parts with Benedick and Beatrice.”
“I told Abby she should have gotten the part of Beatrice,” Jason interjected, draping his arm around my shoulders. “Dave was a fool to give it to Cassie.”
“Cassie read the part better than I did,” I said, not particularly eager to relive my failed audition in front of Dante.
“Yeah, but your middle name is Beatrice—Abigail Beatrice—”
“Jason!” I hissed, cutting a glance at Dante. “Don’t.”
“Abigail Beatrice,” Dante mused. “One who gives joy. One who brings joy.” He nodded slowly, the small smile curving his lips. “You are doubly blessed, then, to bear such a name.”
I blushed.
The bell rang; Dante nodded to me and Jason and then slipped away in the crowds flowing down the hallway.
I pushed back my chair, but Jason gripped my wrist.
“I thought we’d agreed not to date other people.”
Blinking, I frowned. “I’m not.” Technically, Jason had made that decision, but I knew now wasn’t the time to split hairs.
Jason glanced down the hallway.
“I’m certainly not dating Dante, if that’s what you’re thinking. We had one breakfast on one Saturday.” My tone was sharper than I’d intended but I didn’t apologize for it. My skin still tingled from the brush of Dante’s fingertips.
“I don’t want you seeing him.”
I rolled my eyes. “Seriously, Jas, jealousy doesn’t become you.”
“I’m not jealous,” he said stiffly. “It’s just . . . I’ve been hearing things about him and I don’t think you should be alone with him.”
“Have you been talking to Melissa Cooper too?” The pressure inside me that I had thought was gone flared up, and I felt the knot tightening around my heart again. “Valerie already told me all the rumors about him and frankly, I don’t believe a word of it. Dante’s been nothing but nice to me and I can’t see him being a danger to anyone.” I stood up, slinging my backpack over my shoulder. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m late for English.”
Jason had the decency to look sheepish. “Abby—”
“I’ll see you later, okay?” I walked away without looking back.
***
As my English teacher droned on about the proper use of a semicolon in a sentence, I felt my attention drifting, floating away as effortlessly as the snow falling outside the second-story window. Usually English was my favorite class, but today I couldn’t seem to concentrate on anything for more than a few moments. One thought had lodged in my mind like a stone in a river, and everything else circled around it like a whirlpool:
The sound of Dante’s low voice, Meet me.
Dante said he knew what I was going through. Did he mean that he knew about the pressure I was feeling? The stress that kept me tied up in a knot? How could he? I hadn’t seen him since Saturday.
My thoughts turned to lunch. He had apologized for being careless—that didn’t make any sense at all. He hadn’t done anything wrong. The only weird thing that had happened was that bizarre shift in time I’d experienced when I got home from breakfast. But that couldn’t be his fault. I’d just misread the clock, that was all. It had all been in my imagination. It was still all in my imagination. It had to be. There was no other explanation for those strange white flashes, unless—
I felt the latent panic stirring and quickly averted that train of thought. I didn’t want to be crazy.
He had promised he would make things right. I rubbed the back of my hand where he had touched me at lunch. I remembered the sensation of a soft breeze, a cool shower, and the instant lessening of the pressure behind my eyes, inside my heart. It’d been the first time all week I’d felt like myself. I wanted to feel that again. I needed to. I couldn’t go on living with this monster suffocating me from the inside. Another day of it and I feared I’d crack under the pressure.
And Dante had said he could make things right.
But that meant meeting him in the parking lot before rehearsal like he asked me to. Did I dare go alone? I’d meant what I said about wanting to be friends with him. There was something interesting and mysterious about Dante Alexander from Italy.
Valerie had told me he was dangerous, but that was wild gossip. Jason had told me he was dangerous, but he was jealous. I couldn’t deny that strange things seemed to happen to me when he was around, but did that mean I was in danger? Maybe it was something else. I remembered our flirtatious breakfast, the look in Dante’s eye whenever he saw me, the small smile on his lips whenever he said my name. I bit my lower lip. Maybe the only danger was to my heart.
I heard again the sound of Dante’s low voice, Meet me.
He had said he knew what I was going through . . .
After an eternity, the bell rang, releasing me from class but not from my endlessly circling thoughts.
***
I peeked around the corner. School had ended almost an hour ago and only a few scattered cars remained in the parking lot. Dante stood alone by the north edge of the lot, his hands buried deep in his pockets, his coat unbuttoned and open to the cold. He stood straight and still despite the brisk wind that ruffled his dark hair and the snow that settled on his shoulders. He might have been carved from stone for all that the elements affected him. I’d been watching him for almost ten minutes and he hadn’t moved so much as a foot the entire time. The groups of people who walked past him parted and flowed around him like water around a rock, like he wasn’t there at all. I was reminded of pictures I’d seen of ancient Egyptian ruins—the tall, dark obelisks frozen in time while all around them the world crumbled to dust.
I shivered in the chill wind and tried to rub some warmth into my arms. I’d left my coat and my backpack in the auditorium, thinking I would just quickly meet Dante to thank him for his offer of help but assure him that, really, I was fine, and then make it back to rehearsal before anyone noticed I was gone. But now that I was here, I couldn’t seem to make myself take those few steps to him. I was afraid Dante would see right through my lies; I was more afraid that he wouldn’t.
C’mon, Abby, if you’re going to go, go! He’s right there.
But I didn’t move. I didn’t know what to do. I tried Jason’s counting trick, hoping it would ease my nerves.
You should go, I told myself. I rubbed at my forehead where my headache pounded like a hammer on the inside of my skull, making it hard to think. If he can help, you have to go.
I saw Jason and Robert exit the school’s workshop that stood behind Dante and head for the main school building. Rehearsal would be starting in just a few minutes and I couldn’t afford to be late again. Jason buckled his tool belt around his hips. He laughed at something Robert said, their breath steaming in the cold air.
As I watched them walk across the lot, I could almost hear Jason’s voice urging me to follow the schedule, to go to rehearsal, to do the right thing and avoid contact with someone I barely knew, someone potentially dangerous. Stupid Melissa Cooper, I thought. Spreading stupid rumors.
I took a deep breath and set my jaw. The old Abby wouldn’t have stood around, listening to rumors and dithering and moaning about what to do.
Jason and Robert gave a wide berth around Dante; I wasn’t sure they even saw him standing there. The door closed behind them, and then it was just me and Dante left in the parking lot. It was now or never.
Quickly, I darted across the parking lot and walked right up to him before my courage deserted me.
“Hi,” I said breathlessly.
A smile crossed his face and a beautiful clear light sparked in his eyes. “Hello, Abby. I’m glad you came.”
“Sorry I’m late.” I brushed snow out of my hair and folded my arms against my chest, my teeth chattering.
“You’re cold.” Dante shrugged out of his coat and wrapped it around my shoulders.
“I’m okay,” I said, though I slipped my arms into the long sleeves. His coat was already warm from his body heat and the wool carried that unique musky-sweet scent I had already come to associate with him. Pulling the coat around me felt like a hug. Inexplicably, I felt tears prickling in the corners of my eyes. Just being around him made the tight bands of pressure around my heart loosen. I drew in a deep breath, relishing the feeling of sharp, cold air flowing all the way to the bottom of my lungs.
“I have something for you. Will you walk with me?” He gestured with his hand.
I looked up at him, the snow frosting his dark lashes, and felt my heart constrict again, but this time with something soft and warm. I nodded and walked with him to the far corner of the lot where his car was parked.
“Nice ride.” I whistled. Even under a thick coat of snow, the sleek lines of a vintage Mustang were obvious. I’d spent enough time with Jason to appreciate the beauty of a classic car.
“I borrowed it from Leo. He’s out of town and doesn’t know.” Dante held a finger up to his lips. “Don’t tell him, all right?”
“Thief,” I accused with a smile.
“Once upon a time,” he said, a strange melancholy in his voice. Quickly brushing the snow away from the car, he unlocked the trunk and grabbed a black bag. “This is for you.” Opening the bag, he pulled out a small box wrapped in gold foil with a red ribbon tied in a bow across the top.
“Godiva chocolates?” I grinned. “My favorite. What’s the occasion?”
“I wanted to thank you for the extra time you’ve spent with me. For helping me with the play and . . . and for being my friend. You have no idea how much you’ve helped me over these last few days. And I wanted to apologize for the extra stress I caused you. I know the pressure you’ve been under since Saturday.”
I shrugged. “It’s not been so bad.”
“If I’m a thief, then you’re a liar.” Dante took the box from me and untied the bow. “Here. Close your eyes.”
Obediently I closed my eyes.
“Keep them closed.” Dante stepped close to me. I could feel the heat from his body and I wondered how he could be so warm standing in the snow when I was the one wearing a coat.
He pressed the edge of a chocolate to my lips and I opened my mouth. Sweet, dark chocolate with a hint of pineapple melted on my tongue.
I felt his hand gently cup my cheek, the leather of his gloves slick and cold against my skin, but when his bare fingertips touched me they were warm and soft.
“I promised I would make things right, Abby.”
I heard him take a deep breath and then release it slowly, whispering a string of Italian words into the wind.
For a flickering moment of time, the wind that had been swirling snow around us cut off into nothing. In its place, I heard what sounded like the echo of water rushing past in the distance.
“Keep your eyes closed,” Dante said again, his voice strained.
I squeezed my eyes shut tighter, acutely aware of the taste of pineapple and chocolate coating my tongue. Stars sparkled in the darkness behind my eyes. The pressure I had been living with all week returned in full force, its edges as hard as rock, as sharp as glass. I couldn’t breathe.
I opened my mouth to gasp in a last breath when the pressure suddenly disappeared like a popped balloon. I felt the tension drain out of my body, flowing away from me in waves. In its place was a sweeping feeling of openness and light, of wind and sky. My mind was clear, razor-sharp. I felt wonderful.
Dante’s voice came to me from a million miles away, “Open your eyes.”
I did and saw Dante’s quicksilver gray eyes looking back at me with a mixture of fear and hope. “How do you feel?” he asked quietly.
“Better,” I said, surprised at the truth. The ache in my head, my bones, my whole body was gone. I felt unaccountably happy. I hadn’t realized how dark my life had become until all the shadows had been burned away.
“Chocolate can have that effect,” he said, handing me the box again.
My mouth twisted in a half-smile. “I guess I hadn’t realized how much stress I was under. Can I tell you something and you promise you won’t laugh?”
Dante nodded.
“I thought I was going crazy.”
“I know how you feel.”
And somehow I knew that he did. Buoyed up by my good mood, I impulsively took the step that separated us and hugged him tightly. “Thank you,” I whispered into his chest. “Thank you for keeping your promise.” Hot tears of relief and gratitude left tracks of fire on my cold cheeks.
I felt a jolt of surprise run through him, but after a moment, he wrapped his arms around my shoulders. I felt his hands on my back, gently soothing.
“Abby, no, non piangere,” he murmured. “Don’t cry.”
He held me until my tears stopped. “I’m sorry. I’m not usually like this.” I gulped down a lungful of icy air and attempted a laugh. “Natalie’s the one who usually gives out random hugs.” I wiped my eyes and shyly stepped out of his embrace, my heartbeat surprisingly swift. “So where have you been the last couple of days?”
“I had some personal business to attend to—”
“Abby? There you are.”
I whirled around to see Jason standing behind us, darkness clouding his eyes. I hoped his face was red from the cold wind, but when his eyes never once flicked to Dante, I knew I was wrong.
“Dave asked me to find out if you were ‘at all willing to come to rehearsal today, because if not, he’ll need to find another assistant director.’ His words.”
“No, no, I’m coming.” I turned to Dante. “Thanks again for the chocolates. And for everything. You’re coming to rehearsal, right?”
Dante nodded. “I’ll be there.”
“Okay, I’ll see you inside.” As I trotted across the snow to Jason, I tucked the box of chocolates into my coat pocket. Jason grabbed hold of my hand, shooting a dark look back at Dante, and we headed for the school.
“It’s not like you to forget your coat,” Jason said quietly.
“What? Oh,” I stammered, realizing too late that I was still wearing Dante’s coat. “It was cold, and Dante was just being nice.”
Jason tightened his grip on my hand. “And the hug? Were you just being nice back?”
My temper flared a little, burning away my good mood. I shook my hand free of Jason’s. “Yes, actually, I was. Being nice is what friends do.”
Jason stopped in the snow and looked at me for a long moment, an unreadable expression on his face. “Maybe someday you’ll be that nice to me.” He turned and walked into the school.
“Jason!” I called, but he didn’t turn around. I balled up my hand into a fist. What was wrong with me? I hadn’t meant to make him unhappy or upset.
As soon as I entered the auditorium, Jason saw me and turned away. I started to follow him, but he disappeared backstage and out of sight. Dave called my name and waved me over. I sighed. I’d have to apologize later. If he’d let me.
I took off Dante’s coat and laid it on one of the chairs. I transferred the chocolates to my backpack. A few minutes later, I saw Dante slip through the door, and he gave me a quick wave before he took his place on stage.
I slouched in my seat, my notebook open on my lap, but I wasn’t taking notes on the play. Instead I was doodling random designs in the margins and thinking. Without a doubt the last few days had been some of the strangest I’d experienced. In fact, ever since Dante had walked into the auditorium last Thursday, my life had felt a little off-kilter, a step behind everyone else’s.
I watched Dante walk across the stage, following his blocking for the play. He scratched at his neck with one gloved hand. What is the deal with those gloves? I wondered. He wore them all the time, but he didn’t seem comfortable with them on, like they didn’t fit. I wondered why he didn’t just take them off. Maybe he was covering a rash, or a birthmark.
Or maybe he wears them for protection, I thought absently. Like motorcycle gloves. Protection from what, though? I thought of how careful he was not to touch anyone. I remembered how, on Saturday, he’d almost touched me at Helen’s Café, but then hadn’t. Could that be it?No. He carried me to the car that same day, I argued with myself, and he touched me at lunch today. And just now, in the parking lot.
But that brought up another question: Why had he apologized for carrying me to the car? He’d made it sound like he’d done something wrong. Of course, that was silly. He hadn’t wanted me to ruin my slippers in the snow, that was all.
I doodled a pair of fuzzy bunny slippers in my notebook. I remembered how I’d felt that strange sense of time slowing down when he’d held me in his arms. It had been the same feeling I’d had when I’d gotten home after breakfast—of time being out of whack—but it was then that time had seemed to snap back into place for me. And after that, the horrible white flashes of the future had started.
Idly I wrote down white flashes in the middle of my paper. On the left side I jotted down a short list—the befores: Dante carried me to the car; weird thing with time; breakfast at Helen’s; breakfast at home. I tapped the pen against my lip, wondering where my wandering thoughts were taking me. On the right side of my paper I wrote another short list—the afters: glimpses of the future; horrible pressure; Dante’s touch at lunch; chocolates in the parking lot.
Since our meeting in the parking lot, the tight pressure that had been lodged in my heart all week had been exorcised completely. And somehow I knew the white flashes were gone and wouldn’t be coming back.
I circled Dante’s name where it appeared on both lists and then drew a line connecting them directly through the words white flashes. It was like Dante had healed a rip in time itself. And how exactly had he done that? I wondered.
I was starting to realize that when it came to Dante, there were a lot of questions I just didn’t have the answers to. Curiouser and curiouser
. . .
I drew a rabbit standing in the bunny slippers and holding a watch. I’m late for a very important date, I wrote in a thought bubble above his head. That reminded me: Natalie had said something about going to the Dungeon on Friday with her and Valerie and Jason. I hoped I could smooth things over with Jason before then.
I looked up in time to see him walking up the far aisle of the auditorium with Robert and exiting out the back doors. He didn’t look at me once. I sighed. It seemed like lately I could never get my timing quite right.
I closed my notebook over my fractured thoughts and tried to concentrate on the end of rehearsal, though without much success.
***
After dinner, I fished out my chocolates for a late-night treat and noticed a slip of paper stuck to the bottom of the box. Unfolding it, I saw a list of words written in a bold, slanted script running along the left-hand margin: breakfast, Italy, dream, beauty, temptation, goal, wish, love, future, laughter, hope, heaven. Next to each word my name had been written in the same bold script.
Confused, I flipped the paper over but it was blank. What was this? And then I knew.
It was Dante’s getting-to-know-you list. Apparently he had thought about me and, following the rules, he’d written down my name every time.
Every time except for the last one.
I read the last line and felt a chill run a finger along my spine. There in black and white were two words:
Deadly. Me.



Chapter 7
You remembered the tickets, right?” Valerie asked Natalie. Parking at the Dungeon was always at a premium, but it was even worse on show nights, so all four of us had squeezed into Valerie’s convertible Lexus. It was a tight fit for me at five-six; it was almost impossible for Jason’s six-foot frame.
After finding me with Dante in the parking lot, Jason had barely spoken to me. But I knew he wasn’t one to hold a grudge, so on Thursday I had apologized and said all the right things and smoothed everything over. There was still a slight strain in our relationship, and I hoped a date at the Dungeon would help put us back on even footing.
“Right here,” Natalie said, flipping through the tickets like playing cards before passing two of them to me and Jason in the backseat.
“Zero Hour?” Jason read the name on the ticket. “Never heard of them. Are they any good?”
“Never heard of them?” Valerie almost choked on her Diet Coke, and the Lexus veered alarmingly to the left. “They’re only the hottest rock band right now.”
“If they’re so hot, why are they playing the Dungeon?” Jason asked, trying to shift his legs into a more comfortable position in the limited space.
“Because this is where they got their start,” Natalie explained quickly before Valerie could open her mouth. “A couple of years ago, these three guys showed up and started playing gigs at the Dungeon. Leo managed to get some big-time music producer to come to a show, and he signed the band that same night. They’ve been touring for almost a year promoting their first album—Ten to Midnight.”
“Honestly, Abby, has your boyfriend been living in a cave?” Valerie demanded as she pulled into the parking lot of the Dungeon.
“Well—” I said, but Valerie braked hard and swerved to the right, sliding her Lexus into a narrow space between a green Jeep Cherokee and a white Honda, saving me from having to respond.
“Um, Valerie, I don’t think this is a parking space,” Natalie said, looking out her window.
“Nonsense. My car fits, doesn’t it?”
“Well, yes, but I can’t open my door.”
Valerie sighed dramatically and pushed a button on the dashboard. The top of her convertible peeled back. A light snow fell from the dark sky. “Everybody out before the snow ruins the leather.”
I shot Jason a grin, which thankfully he returned, and we scrambled out the back of the car, sliding down over the trunk.
“And don’t you dare scratch the paint job,” Valerie called over her shoulder without looking at us.
Leo’s Dungeon was a simple two-story building with a hand-painted sign over the front door. Tonight there was also a single poster for Zero Hour next to the door. As boring as the outside of the building was, though, the inside more than made up for it. Posters from bands that had played there covered one entire wall: the Zombie Heads, Complicated Shoes, Swedish Bitters, even Darwin Glass. The Dungeon was open every night but Sunday, and every Friday night was live music night, where Leo invited anyone with a band to come play at his place. Leo believed that kids needed a place to hang out, but he had three strict rules: no drugs, no drinking, no smoking. Breaking one of his rules meant lifetime banishment from the club. Even the rowdiest kids behaved themselves under Leo’s watchful eye.
A festival atmosphere settled over the crowds of people who were milling around the parking lot and wandering in and out of the Dungeon. Everyone was talking or dancing to the music that poured through the open door. I waved to Sarah and Lily, who were hanging out with a couple of the guys from the football team. Jason took my hand and we followed a trail of footprints in the snow that led to the door.
If the Dungeon was the hottest club in town, the Signature Wall was the coolest place inside. When Leo first opened his club, he had started an unusual tradition: you come in, you sign your name on the wall. Now, decades later, the wall was covered with names and messages from his customers. There was one signature that looked eerily like Jimi Hendrix, and another that Valerie swore was from Kurt Cobain, but Leo would never confirm or deny any of the rumors.
When we finally made our way inside, we headed straight for the wall to sign our names. Since Valerie always dotted the “i” in her name with a heart, and since she was at the Dungeon almost every Friday, I saw her heart all over the wall. Natalie’s signature was a narrow scrawl of pink. I signed my name beneath Jason’s. He hesitated, then quickly drew a plus sign between our names. I slipped my hand into his and gave it a quick squeeze. It was nice to know he wasn’t mad at me anymore.
Because I knew they were playing tonight, I scanned the wall for the signatures of the band. I saw the bold, blocky letters of Zero Hour almost immediately. Both the “o’s” in Zero and in Hour held two arrows pointing to where midnight would have been on a traditional clock face. The only numbers on these blank clocks, though, were the Roman numerals MDVI that crawled along the bottom curve. A thick black chain with three links connected the two clocks, and inside each link was a name: Tony. Zo. V.
The band certainly knew how to make a statement, I’d give them that.
Across from the Signature Wall was the bar where Leo usually held court, overseeing his customers like a benevolent deity. Tonight, though, I was surprised to see Dante behind the bar instead of Leo. He wore a crisp white shirt, unbuttoned at the throat, sleeves rolled up to his elbows. His black gloves were shadowed blurs as he poured drinks for the steady stream of customers crowding around.
“What’ll you have tonight?” he asked us as we slid onto the stools lining the bar.
“Strawberry soda,” I said.
“Make that two,” Jason chimed in, leaning against the bar next to me.
“Make that three,” Natalie said.
“Diet Coke,” Valerie said, breaking the rhythm.
Dante nodded. He flipped a bottle of Diet Coke from underneath the bar, resting it on the back of his right hand. With his left hand, he quickly slapped a glass down, filling it with a scoop of ice. Gripping the bottle in his left hand and then passing it to his right, he spun the glass in a tight spiral, pouring the soda into the center of the glass. Bubbles fizzed and spat. Dante splashed a slice of lemon into the drink and the glass came to a stop in front of Valerie’s hand.
“Show-off,” she said with a wink as we all applauded his flair.
Dante grinned, showing his teeth in a flash of white. “I can’t help it if I’m good with my hands,” he said. “Three strawberry sodas?”
Quicker than my eye could follow, Dante had placed three tall, narrow glasses on the bar and filled each with a rich red liquid, a splash of soda water, and a paper umbrella. A split berry on the rim completed each drink.
“Wow,” I said, taking a sip. “This is better than Leo’s.”
“Where is Leo?” Jason asked, reaching past me for his drink.
Dante fussed with spinning an empty glass on the bar. “Leo’s . . . on vacation for a time. I’m filling in for him.”
I had just opened my mouth to ask another question when Julia, farther down the bar, signaled for a refill. Dante nodded to us and walked away to help the other customers.
Jason ate his strawberry in one bite, then leaned down to kiss me on the top of my head. “Be right back.” Jason pointed across the room at Robert, who was waving him over to his table near the front of the stage. Robert had his arm around a girl I didn’t know.
Valerie and Natalie were having a conversation, so I took my strawberry soda and wandered past the pool tables at the back of the Dungeon to the glass cabinet standing next to a door marked “Employees Only.” In addition to owning the Dungeon, Leo also collected antiques and curios. He kept his treasures on display, and there was always something new to see.
Like tonight. A complicated-looking machine rested on the top shelf of the cabinet. The machine was roughly square in shape, but it had three notches carved into the side so it looked a little like a giant brass E. Buttons and dials covered the face of the machine and each notch had been engraved with a different design: a spiral shell; a half-sun, half-moon circle; and a staff of music with five notes placed in a rising scale.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Dante asked softly beside me.
I watched his reflection in the glass. He wasn’t looking at the machine. I blushed. “What is it?” I didn’t really care; Dante had a way of really seeing me that sometimes made me uncomfortable.
Dante hesitated. “You’d have to ask Leo.”
“It’s amazing, whatever it is.”
Dante looked out across the crowded floor. “Are you a fan of Zero Hour?”
I shrugged. “They’re okay. Valerie really likes them, though.”
An awkward silence fell between us. “Dante . . .” I started, even though I didn’t know what I was going to say next. I wanted to ask him about his getting-to-know-you list. I wanted to ask him how he’d healed me from the white flashes I’d had. I wanted to ask him to touch me again.
“It looks like they’re about to start,” he said. “I hope you enjoy the show.” He slipped away into the crowd.
Frustrated with Dante’s seeming uncanny ability to appear and disappear at will, I joined my friends at a table with Robert and the girl who turned out to be his new girlfriend, Heather. Just then the lights went down and the show began.
The sound of a ticking clock pulsated through the speakers. Spots of different colored lights flickered across the stage like a rainbow torn from a fractured prism. From out of the swirling darkness came the sound of one, two, three, four sharp staccato beats of V’s drumsticks. The drums rumbled to life with a deep, growling bass beat. The sound crested like a rising wave before crashing down with a splash of golden cymbals and a single white beam of light split the darkness on the stage like a sword.
Zo stood at the microphone, wrenching a single note like a wailing banshee from the silver guitar in his hands, his eyes closed, his head back, his face fiercely beautiful with primal intensity. As the harsh note faded away, swallowed up by the dark, tribal heartbeat of the drums, by the endless rhythm of the ticking clock, Zo opened his dark eyes and leaned close to the microphone. He whispered four simple words.
“It’s time, my children . . .”
A spotlight flashed on Tony standing to Zo’s right. Tony pulled a high note screaming from his guitar and then danced his fingers down the frets, the sound rising, falling, diving, washing over the crowd.
Zo caressed the microphone with his hand and spoke four more words.
“Zero Hour has come!”
As the band launched into the riffs and fills of their hit single “Into the River,” I jumped to my feet, barely aware that everyone else in the club had done the same. It was instinctive. It was inevitable. The music demanded it of us, pulling at us, holding us captive to the driving rhythms of drum and bass. And over it all, Zo’s voice rose like an avenging angel.
It’s time, my children
When the waves rise high
When the waters run deep
When the clock strikes midnight
You’ll feel the mark of Zero Hour
And you’ll never be the same again
I joined my voice to the chorus swelling from the crowd, feeling the past week’s stress wash away from me. The music swept me along like the river’s current the band sang about, a fast and dangerous current, but refreshing and sustaining as well. I closed my eyes and danced to the music, feeling the possibilities spiraling around me, feeling the energy of the crowd, feeling alive like never before.
As I clapped and cheered at the end of the song, I caught sight of Dante standing behind the bar. His eyes were black pools of shadowed night. His whole body quivered with coiled tension. I watched him gasp for air as though he were drowning, his chest heaving with the strain. His eyes whipped to me across the room and I felt a flash of panic shoot through me. He was drowning—somehow he was being washed downriver in the midst of this crowded dance floor and I was the only one who could throw him a line, could save him from oblivion. He needed me. Now. Right now.
I took a step in his direction, confused by the intensity of my emotions but wanting to help somehow.
And then I heard Zo’s voice start another song—“The world is older than we imagine / Time more fluid than we think”— and then I felt Jason touch my arm and then I broke eye contact with Dante for just a second and then and then . . . and then the moment was gone. I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts. I realized how thirsty I was. That must have been why I was thinking of drowning, why my thoughts were filled with images of rushing water, of crashing waves.
I grabbed Jason’s strawberry soda and drained the rest of it in a single swallow. Revived, I turned my attention back to the show, singing and clapping along with the crowd.
But in the back of my mind, I could still see the image of a shadowy figure, standing alone on a bleak and barren shore, his hand extended to me as I was swept away on a wave of light and sound.
***
“Abby? Are you asleep?” I felt Jason’s hand on my back and I abruptly jerked upright from where I had been resting my head on the bar.
“No. No, I wasn’t asleep,” I slurred, rubbing at my eyes. “What time is it?”
“Almost two,” Jason said. “The show’s been over for nearly an hour. C’mon, it’s time to go home.”
The wild, dancing, singing crowds had thinned, dispersing like fog at dawn, and the Dungeon was nearly empty. Zero Hour had finished packing up their gear, but a few knots of people were still talking to the band, unwilling to let the amazing evening come to a close. I saw Valerie talking to V, her hand on her hip in full flirt mode.
“Where’s Natalie?” I asked, looking around the room.
“She got tired of waiting for Valerie and went home with Robert.”
“Must be nice to have a brother to hitch a ride with in a pinch,” I said.
“It can come in handy. Wait here. I’ll be right back,” Jason said. He tousled my hair before heading in the direction of the bathrooms.
Pleasantly exhausted, I yawned and stretched my back, my ears ringing a little from the show. I felt remarkably alert and refreshed, considering the late hour. I saw Dante and Zo talking to the right of the stage. I found myself grinning and, seized by a sudden impulse, I hopped down from the bar stool and walked over to them.
“Hey, Dante,” I said, leaning on one of the large black boxes marked with Zero Hour’s numberless clock faces.
“Hello, Abby,” he said with that small smile I only seemed to see when he said my name.
I flicked a glance at Zo. He was taller than Dante. Older, too, but probably not by much. The frosted white tips in his dark black hair glimmered in the stage lights. A dark black chain had been tattooed around both of his wrists.
Zo caught me looking at his hands and he pushed up his sleeves so I could see them more clearly. “Do you like them?”
“Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to stare.” I narrowed my eyes. “They look like the chains in your band’s logo.”
He rotated his wrists outward, and I saw the familiar numberless clock logo marked on the inside of each wrist. The same arrows pointed to a nonexistent midnight hour. One wrist held the letters MDVI while the other changed to MMVI.
“I’ve felt the mark of Zero Hour,” Zo said, pulling his sleeves back down, cutting a glance at Dante. “And I’ve never been the same.”
I recognized the reference to “Into the River.” Even his speaking voice managed to evoke the same angelic tones of his music. “That’s dedication,” I observed. “But which came first—the band? or the tattoo?”
A smile tugged at the corners of Zo’s full mouth. “Il tempo e piu fluido di tu pensi.”
My eyebrows rose in happy surprise. “You’re Italian?” I looked to Dante. “So do you guys know each other?”
“We know some of the same people,” Zo said, a strange look in his eyes.
“We lived in the same neighborhood. Before. In Italy,” Dante said curtly. He clasped his hands behind his back and I saw the muscles on his arms tighten.
“Cool. It must be nice to see a familiar face, Dante. Or at least hear Italian spoken properly once in a while.”
“It certainly is nice to see your face, Abby,” he said, his voice low, and I felt a blush cross my cheeks.
“So, Abby,” Zo cut in, “did you enjoy the show?”
“Very much. I hadn’t really heard a lot of your music so it was exciting to hear it for the first time live. You’re really talented.”
“Thank you.” Zo lifted my hand and breathed a kiss along the inside of my wrist, his lips not quite touching my skin. His hand was strong, the calluses on his fingertips rough. He inhaled deeply. “Ah, yes, I recognize you. You were quite active during the show. Enthusiasm such as yours is . . . refreshing.”
“Fermati, Lorenzo,” Dante snapped, yanking my hand away from Zo’s mouth. “Lasciale stare.”
“Appartiene a te?” Zo asked, an amused glint in his dark eyes.
Dante’s jaw clenched and he looked away.
I frowned, confused at the byplay. I’d have to ask Dante later what he had said. Either that or start learning Italian.
“You see, Abby,” Zo turned to me smoothly, “a good performance requires a certain amount of give and take. If the crowd is active and energetic, willing to accept what we are offering, then it makes my life so much easier.” He inclined his head in a formal bow. “So I thank you, Abby, for your acceptance of me tonight.”
Zo’s smile curved his lips but it never reached his eyes.
The euphoria I had been feeling shriveled inside me. I shivered and stepped back, bumping into a solid body behind me.
“Hey, great show, man,” Jason said. “Do you guys have any CDs left?”
Zo nodded and pointed him in Tony’s direction. “Tell him it’s on the house. A willing gift for a willing fan.”
“Thanks,” Jason said brightly. “So where are you guys headed next?”
“Oh, I think we might stay around town for a little while.” Zo’s eyes never left mine. “Take some time to reconnect with our roots before starting up another tour.”
“Cool. Maybe we’ll see you around, then,” Jason said.
Dante made a small, inarticulate noise deep in his throat.
I stumbled after Jason, my exhaustion finally catching up to me. As Jason slipped the CD into his jacket pocket, as he helped me into my coat, as Valerie found her keys, as we finally left the Dungeon, I was acutely conscious of Zo’s eyes on me, watching my every move, and his feral smile remained sharp in my memory, even after I had fallen asleep.



Chapter 8
Zo’s smile stayed with me over the next few days. I saw it in the curve of the moon at night, in the teeth of Jason’s circular saw blade that he used in the shop garage. At those times I would hear again the whisper of his angelic voice, Thank you, Abby, for your acceptance of me, and feel again the shiver along the inside of my wrist where he’d almost kissed me.
More than once I thought about talking to Dante about it, but every time someone mentioned Zo or Zero Hour around him, his face closed and his eyes grew dark. I didn’t dare bring it up. Plus, I hadn’t had a spare moment alone with Dante since he’d given me the box of chocolates. I would see him at school, and we talked every day after rehearsal, but he was careful never to be alone with me. I sometimes wondered if I’d made a mistake, if maybe he wasn’t interested in me after all, but then I’d see that small smile cross his lips when he said my name and a certain spark in his eyes as they changed from gray to blue when I walked past him and the countless almost-times he reached out his hand for mine before pulling back, tugging on the edge of his gloves instead.
No, I didn’t think I was mistaken.
I stayed busy with rehearsals, school, and my friends. There was some general excitement about a week later when someone broke into the Special Collection section at the university library and stole some documents. The police weren’t saying exactly what was stolen or if they had any suspects, and the story was quickly relegated to “old news.”
Likewise, Zo’s smile was relegated to the back of my mind, and before I knew it, two weeks had passed in a blink and suddenly it was the end of January.
***
“Abby, Jason’s here.” Mom knocked three times before opening the door. “He’s in the front room.”
“Thanks, Mom,” I said, checking my reflection before running a brush through my hair one last time. “Would you tell him I’ll be right down?”
“Sure thing, sweetie.”
Jason and I were long past making formal plans for Friday night dates. I just expected him to show up and he did, every week, at 7:30 for dinner and a movie. I glanced at my watch. Right on time, as usual.
Skipping lightly down the stairs, I tugged at the hem of my blue sweater and brushed nonexistent wrinkles from my jeans. “Jason, we’ll have to hurry if we want to make the 8:15 show—”
Jason stood up as I entered the front room. A box of pizza sat on the low coffee table next to a six-pack of soda. “I thought maybe we’d stay in tonight instead of going out. Is that okay?”
I spied the DVD in his hand: Roman Holiday. “I thought you hated that movie.”
Jason held the case by the corners and spun it in his hands. “I know you like it.”
“You’re too good to me.” I grinned. “What else did you bring?”
“Hand-tossed, thin crust, half black olive and pepperoni, half pineapple and ham, extra sauce,” Jason rattled in a single breath. “A West End Pizza original.”
“Best pizza there is,” I grinned, grabbing the box and the soda. “C’mon downstairs.”
Hannah and her friends had already claimed the family room and were sprawled out around a large poster board that was covered with pictures cut out from magazines.
“Hannah, out,” I barked, jerking my head toward the door. “We want to watch a movie.”
“No.” Hannah glared at me over the tops of the cards in her hand. “We’re not done with our game yet.”
“Yeah, and I’m gonna win,” McKenna said, shifting some of her cards around in her hand.
“You are not,” Cori said. “I already know the Who and the Where.”
“What are you guys playing, anyway?” I set the soda and pizza on top of the TV.
“A&B Clue,” Hannah said proudly. “The A is for Austen and the B is for Brontë. See, we made our own board and we cut pictures out of magazines for the different places and people and weapons. Here’s the ballroom in Netherfield Park from Pride and Prejudice, and here’s the attic from Jane Eyre, and the moors from Wuthering Heights run along this whole side.”
I snorted back a laugh and glanced at Jason.
“That’s really creative, Hannah,” he said with a straight face, stretching his long legs out on the couch.
Hannah glowed with the praise. “Thanks. Would you like to play?”
“Sorry, we’ll pass.” I flipped on the DVD player. “You can finish your game, but then you guys have got to head upstairs, okay?”
Hannah held a brief council with her friends. “Okay, but we want two slices of pizza and a soda. Each.”
“No way.”
Hannah shrugged. “Okay.” She picked up the die and rattled it in her hand for a solid minute, her eyes never leaving mine.
“Fine, you can have one slice and two sodas. To share.”
“Two slices and three sodas.”
“Three sodas and half the breadsticks.”
“Deal.” Hannah spun the die onto the board and moved her bottle cap into the Attic. Quickly consulting her notes, she declared, “It was Mr. Darcy, in the Attic, with his devastatingly good looks.”
McKenna groaned and Cori threw her cards down in disgust.
Triumphant, Hannah flipped over the mystery cards, winning the game.
“Gives ‘if looks could kill’ a whole new meaning, doesn’t it?” I said to Jason. “Okay, here are your sodas and here are your breadsticks and there is the door.”
After they had left, we set up camp on the couch, the pizza box serving as a makeshift table and the remaining sodas nestled in the cushions between us. As the opening credits played, I tucked my feet under a blanket to keep them warm. “This was a good idea.”
“No problem,” he said, saluting me with his can of soda.
We watched the movie in companionable silence. I rested my head on Jason’s shoulder, enjoying the feeling of calm contentment that welled up inside me as he gently stroked my hair.
As the end credits rolled on the screen, I yawned and stretched, wiggling my toes to get the circulation flowing again. “You’re a good sport. You really could have picked a different movie.”
“I’m glad you still liked it.”
“I’m glad you did too,” I teased, standing and picking up the empty pizza box. “You didn’t fall asleep once this time.”
“Well, just once. There near the end.”
“The end is the best part!”
Jason locked his hands behind his head. He watched me for a moment before speaking again. “I was afraid you might be tired of all things Italian.”
“What do you mean?”
“You’ve been spending a lot of time with Dante lately, and I—”
“Jason, how many times do I have to tell you—I’m not dating Dante.”
“I know. It’s just . . . I think you might want to be careful around him. He’s been hanging out with that Zo character a lot and—”
“Dante and Zo? I don’t think so. Dante doesn’t even like Zo.” I shoved the pizza box into the trash can with probably more force than necessary.
“Still. You know the break-in at the library a couple of weeks ago? Melissa said her dad said he suspects Zo was behind it. Zo and his band.”
“Melissa needs to learn to keep her mouth shut,” I muttered. “I bet she thinks Zo is also behind the bank robbery last week and yesterday’s carjacking, doesn’t she? And since Zo is Italian and Dante is Italian, Dante must be in on it too, right? I know—maybe they’re all members of the Mafia!”
“You have to admit, strange things have been happening around town ever since they showed up.”
“Strange things happen all the time, Jason, if you’re looking for them.”
“All I’m saying is that I’m worried about you. I want you to be safe, that’s all.”
I sighed. “I know. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap like that.”
“It’s okay,” he said, crossing the room to stand behind me. His strong hands rubbed at my shoulders and neck.
Instead of relaxing me, his massage merely pinched at my nerves. Stepping away from him, I busied myself with ejecting the DVD from the player and gathering up the empty soda cans so I wouldn’t have to see the hurt on his face.
I told myself Dante and Zo could do whatever they wanted in their spare time. It wasn’t any concern of mine. And yet, I couldn’t deny that I felt the tiniest bit unsettled at what Jason had said. The truth was, I could easily believe Zo was at fault for the recent crimes in town. I’d seen his smile; I’d felt his breath on my skin. But Dante? No. I’d also seen Dante’s smile, felt his breath on my skin, and there was no way Dante was a criminal.
“Abby?” Jason said quietly. “What’s wrong? Can I help?”
Jason, for all his size and strength, looked lost and small. I set down the DVD and walked back to him. He didn’t deserve to bear the brunt of my frustration and unease. He was doing the best he could. I stepped close and wrapped my arms around him. After a moment he hugged me back.
“This helps,” I murmured.
“I’m glad,” he said. “Abby, can I ask you something?” He paused. “Would you like to go to the Valentine’s Dance with me?”
I leaned back to look him in the face. “You’re asking me?”
“Well, you are my girlfriend—”
I shook my head. “Of course I’ll go. I was already planning on it. Dad’s taking Mom out to dinner and Hannah’s sleeping over at McKenna’s house so I don’t have to baby-sit that night. I’m surprised you felt like you had to ask.”
“I want it to be special. It’s Valentine’s Day, after all, and I know you girls care about that a lot.”
“It will be special.”
Jason smiled. “I was hoping you’d say yes. Well, I knew you would, but . . . anyway, I got you something. Hang on.” He ran back upstairs and returned holding his coat in one hand, rummaging through the pockets with the other. “I know it’s here somewhere. Ah!” He pulled out a small black box and held it out to me.
I took it warily. “You’re not proposing, are you?” I joked.
“Open it.”
I cracked the lid back and caught my breath. It wasn’t a ring. It was a delicate gold necklace, the chain shimmering like gossamer thread. A golden butterfly flew from the necklace, its wings spread wide to catch the light. “Jason, it’s lovely.”
“I saw it and thought you might like it.”
“I love it.”
Beaming, Jason reached his hand into his pocket again. “I saw something else I thought you might like.” He handed me a slip of paper.
“What’s this?”
“It’s a claim ticket for a dress at Harrod’s. I know you and Valerie like to shop there. The dance is only a couple of weeks away; I didn’t want anyone else buying it, so I went ahead and paid for it. You just have to go pick it up.”
“Jason, I . . . I don’t know what to say.” It was the truth. As touched as I was by the butterfly necklace, having Jason not only pick out my Valentine’s dress before officially asking me to the dance but then buy it without me took some of the excitement out of the whole thing. “I’m sure it’ll be beautiful. I can’t wait to see it.” I tried to muster up some enthusiasm but fell flat.
“I can’t wait to see you in it,” Jason said, bending down to kiss me.
I closed my eyes. We’d kissed a few times since that first kiss on our birthday, but sadly, I’d never felt the same fireworks he did. I wanted to. I wanted to be swept away. I wanted to feel a tingle all the way down to my toes. I wanted my breath to be stolen and time to stop . . .
With a shock, I realized I wanted to be kissing Dante.
I broke off the kiss.
Jason grinned and brushed my hair back from my face. “So it’s a date?”
“I’ll pick up the dress tomorrow,” I promised. “I’m sure I can convince Valerie and Natalie to go shopping with me.”
“I’ll plan on it.”
I knew he would.
***
“Ugh, this dress makes me look enormous. It’s like two hippos are camping out on my thighs.” Valerie tossed a blue dress over the top of the dressing room door. “I can’t wear this one either. And which one of you picked out this green thing? Do you want me to look like Godzilla?” Two more dresses flopped over the door frame.
I stifled a laugh as Natalie grabbed the hangers and pulled the mass of colored, silky fabric into her hands. “Do you want me to grab you a different size?” she asked sweetly.
Valerie flung the door open, stalking from the dressing room like an angered queen. “Shopping is not about the size, Natalie, darling, it’s about the dress.Abby knows what I’m talking about.”
I held up my hands. “Don’t drag me into this. My dress is all picked out and paid for.” I patted the bag draped over my arm. Smiling, I slid past Valerie into the dressing room. “All that’s left is to try it on.”
I hung the dress bag on the hook of the dressing-room wall. Kicking off my shoes, I pulled off my shirt and jeans. My breath quickened just a little. I wondered what the dress would look like. Jason wasn’t big into surprises. I hoped this one was a good one.
I unzipped the bag in one quick motion.
A spill of dark fabric billowed out. My mouth dropped open. The dress was brown. And plain. And there was a bow.
Gingerly, I lifted the dress off the hanger and held it up to my body. I shook my head in disbelief. I slipped the dress over my head, feeling the slightly rough fabric rub against my skin. It wasn’t much better on me than it had been on the hanger.
It was loose around my chest and tight across my hips. The sleeves were almost long enough to reach my elbows, but certainly not long enough to reach my wrists. The neckline dipped to a point where a hint of cleavage could be seen—provided I’d had some cleavage, which I didn’t. At least the skirt was long enough—the hem touched the floor—and I knew that with heels it would be the perfect length. I was relieved to see the skirt had some fullness to it, too, a little swish and swirl. Maybe it would be enough to save me at the dance.
I closed my eyes, silently wishing that when I opened them, I would be wearing a different dress. A dress that fit me, one that I could be comfortable in.
But no.
I could imagine so clearly Jason wandering through the store, looking for something he thought I might like. I knew he didn’t have that much extra cash to spend, so he must have stopped by the sale rack first. Knowing Jason, he probably found everything in his price range and then everything in what he guessed would be my size and then picked the best of what was left. For Jason, shopping wasn’t about the size or the dress, it was about efficiency. He had probably picked this dress because he thought it would match my eyes. Too bad it didn’t match anything else.
And to be fair, the dress wasn’t exactly ugly, it just wasn’t pretty.
And it was brown. The tag on the sleeve said “Cocoa Foam,” and maybe it did look a little like chocolate, but did Jason seriously expect me to wear this to the dance?
“It must be nice to have a boyfriend who can shop for you,” Natalie said. I could hear the clink of metal hangers as she hung Valerie’s discarded dresses on the return rack.
“It might be nicer if said boyfriend had better taste in clothes,” Valerie quipped.
“Jason’s taste is just fine,” I protested weakly. I clutched at the skirt with numb fingers.
I could hear Valerie rolling her eyes, even from behind the door.
“Don’t mind her,” Natalie said. “I think it’s romantic.”
“Thanks, Nat,” I said, though privately I had my doubts.
“Enough chitchat.” Valerie knocked on the door. “Come out and let us see.”
I blew out my breath and squared my shoulders. There was no way out of it now. I might as well get it over with. I closed my eyes and opened the door.
I heard simultaneous “Ohs” from my friends, and even with my eyes closed I could tell they were horribly underwhelmed.
“Ta-da.” I tried to inject some enthusiasm into my voice.
When silence met my words, I dared a peek. Natalie looked like she might cry. Valerie’s face was impassive, her lips barely bowing in a frown.
“It’s not that bad, is it?” It was true I didn’t love the dress, but Jason was my boyfriend and he had tried to do something nice for me. I suddenly felt a little protective of Jason and his thoughtfulness. “It was on sale,” I said lamely.
Valerie nodded once, briskly. “Well. That’s it, then. Abby has her dress. C’mon, Natalie, let’s find something for you.”
“Wait. What? That’s it?” I grabbed Valerie’s arm as she turned away. “What about my dress?”
Valerie patted my hand. “What about it? It’s brown. It was out of season last season. I don’t know anyone who would willingly wear it. But it was a gift. You have to wear it, no matter how much you’d rather not.”
“We can pretend to like it if that will help,” Natalie volunteered.
I smiled crookedly. “Thanks, Nat, it might.”
She grinned back at me. “Then I love it!” She hugged me, then held me at arm’s length before pulling me into another hug. “You look so great in it!”
I couldn’t help myself. I laughed and hugged her back. Leave it to Natalie to see the silver lining in this particular storm cloud.
“Now put that back in the bag before it gets all wrinkled and ruined,” Natalie said, shooing me back inside the dressing room.
I caught up with my friends, who were browsing through another rack of dresses. I tried to keep my dress bag from bumping into anything.
“Tell me again why you’re shopping for a dress to wear to a dance that no one’s asked you to yet?” I asked Valerie.
Valerie thumbed through the hangers like a Vegas blackjack dealer. “Because if I wait until V asks me to the dance, it’ll be too late to go shopping. Do you think this dress would look nice with my black hair?” She held up a silver-white sheath dress draped in lace organza.
“It would look great,” I said, “if you had black hair.”
Valerie held the dress away from her, examining it with a critical eye. “Well, obviously I can’t go to two dances in a row as a blonde.”
“Obviously.”
“Did V ask you to the dance?” Natalie asked, idly checking the size of a yellow sequined dress.
“Not yet, but he will; he just doesn’t know it yet,” Valerie said. She paused, a sly smile on her face. “The poor boy won’t know what hit him.”
“Why V? I would have thought you’d set your sights on Zo. You know, lead singer, guitar player.” I lingered at a simple, pale blue A-line dress with capped sleeves and a sweetheart neckline. The color reminded me of Dante’s eyes when he was thinking intently about something. I awkwardly shifted my dress bag to my other arm.
“Because V’s the drummer.”
“So?”
“So the drummer is the heart of any rock band.” Valerie held up a tangled web of red-and-white straps bound together with silver links.
“You’d look like a peppermint stick rolled in razor blades,” I pointed out, and she put the dress back.
“A good drummer,” she continued as though I hadn’t spoken, “can transform some sappy ballad into a passionate anthem. Zo’s got a good voice, but without V keeping time, he’d be nothing but a guy with a guitar singing some lame song about how he can’t live without you.”
“Sometimes a love ballad can be nice,” Natalie chimed in from across the rack.
“She’s right. ‘Out of My Mind’ is just Zo and a guitar, and I think it’s one of the best songs on the album.”
“Absolutely,” Valerie agreed, flicking past a trio of identical pink gowns. “But ‘Into the River’ is their best song. Period. Hands down. And it’s all because of V’s drumming.”
“Maybe,” I said.
“What do you guys think about this dress?” Natalie held up a light yellow dress covered with small flowers.
“I think you’d look like a flower garden threw up on you,” Valerie said, taking the dress from her and shoving it back on the rack. “Come with me.” She scanned the room and then grabbed Natalie by the hand and made a beeline for the corner. Her hand hovered over the hangers, her fingers twitching like a magician’s. She struck, withdrawing a single dress. “Here,” she said. “Wear this.”
Natalie’s mouth made a round O as she looked at the dress Valerie held out for her. It was a beautiful, soft burgundy velvet dress; the color brought out the auburn highlights in her brown hair. The elegant skirt fell from a high empire waist and was covered with delicately embroidered gold-and-burgundy patterns. The hem, trimmed in dark golden ribbon, skimmed the tops of Natalie’s shoes.
“You can borrow my fire opal necklace and Abby’s earrings.”
“Oh, it’s beautiful.” Natalie checked the tag. “And it’s on sale!” She kissed Valerie on the cheek and flew into the dressing room.
I shook my head in amazement. “How do you do it?”
“It’s a gift,” Valerie grinned. “And speaking of gifts, what’s this I see around your neck? Something I’m going to want to borrow?” She hooked her finger under the gold chain around my neck and pulled out the butterfly pendant.
“Jason gave it to me when he asked me to the dance.”
Valerie sighed and let the pendant flutter through her fingers. “What were you thinking, Abby?”
“What? I like it. I think it’s pretty.” I slipped the butterfly under my collar.
“Of course it is, but by accepting it, you’re giving Jason more false hope.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Jason’s feeling threatened by your obvious and continued interest in one Italian foreign-exchange student, Mr. Dante Alexander, and this whole thing—going to the dance, picking out the dress, giving you the necklace—it’s Jason’s way of reminding you that he’s your boyfriend.”
“I know he’s my boyfriend. Dante’s just a friend. I’m not interested in dating him.”
“You’re such a liar, Abby.”
“What!”
“We go to the Dungeon and your eyes immediately go to wherever Dante is. During rehearsal, you pay the most attention to the scenes he’s in, even though he’s just standing in the background. And on no less than three separate occasions over the last month, you have chosen to take Dante’s call when his name showed up on your caller ID instead of finishing our conversation.”
I opened my mouth to protest, but closed it immediately. Was she right? Of course she was. Valerie was always right when it came to relationships.
“It’s okay,” Valerie said softly. “It’ll be good for you to be friends with and date a guy other than Jason. Just—let him down easy, okay? For all his faults”—she rattled the dress bag I held in my arms—“he really is a good guy.”
“Break up with Jason?” I swallowed down a dry throat. “I couldn’t do that. Not so close to Valentine’s Day. I mean, he’s already made plans and everything . . .” I trailed off at the look of pity in Valerie’s eyes.
“You’re breaking up with Jason?” Natalie said from behind me, an odd catch to her voice.
“What? No,” I said, whirling around to face her. “No, Valerie and I were just talking about . . . about something else,” I finished lamely.
“Oh.” Natalie looked down and absently ran her hand over the velvet fabric. She gave a sad half-smile and then shook her head. “I just thought . . .”
“That dress looks perfect on you, Nat,” Valerie said gently into the awkward silence that had fallen between us.
Natalie twirled for us. “I really love it,” she said.
“Excellent. You should buy it. Now, if I could just find the right dress for me . . .” Valerie swept Natalie away with her, shooting me a pointed look over her shoulder.
What—? And then the penny dropped.
The strange note in Natalie’s voice had been thinly disguised hope.
Natalie—and Jason? My best friend— and my boyfriend?
I waited for a surge of some kind of hot emotion—jealousy, perhaps, or anger—but instead all I felt was a strange mixture of sadness and joy. And relief.



Chapter 9
I thought about Natalie’s almost-confession all week. I didn’t mention it to her or to Jason, but I watched how they were together, amazed that I hadn’t seen it before. The looks. The quick touches. The bright laughter. Through it all, I knew Natalie didn’t want to ruin my relationship with Jason and I was touched that she had taken such pains to keep her feelings secret.
I also thought about my feelings all week. I would randomly check my emotional pulse to see if jealousy had reared its ugly green head, or if anger had lashed out with its red-hot tongue, but the only constant emotion I felt was relief.
I was still looking forward to going to the dance with Jason. Despite my shifting feelings, Jason was my friend and I didn’t want to disappoint him after he had worked so hard to prepare a special night for us.
But Valerie had been right—as usual—and I could tell Jason was feeling anxious about my friendship with Dante because he kept wanting to do things I liked and deferring to my every whim. He even suggested we go to the Dungeon’s first-ever Poetry Slam on the Friday before the dance because he knew I’d been interested in it. We made plans to go together, but at the last minute, he came down with a nasty head cold, so Valerie and I went instead.
The Dungeon was as busy as on a concert night, people milling in front of the door, crowding around the bar, squeezing into the booths. Valerie and I were lucky to find an empty table near the bar and immediately claimed it for our own.
“Can you believe this crowd?” I asked, draping my coat over the back of my chair. “All this? For a Poetry Slam?”
“I’m not surprised,” Valerie said. “Rumor has it Zo is unveiling some original work tonight. New lyrics for Zero Hour’s next album.”
“Really?”
“I hope they’re here. I need to be accessible for when V asks me to the dance.” She pursed her lips. “I don’t see him, though.”
I scanned the crowd with her. “He’s over there.” I pointed toward Leo’s glass cabinet of curios.
Zo, Tony, and V huddled around the case, arguing about something. Zo leaned forward intently, shooting a glance over his shoulder at Leo and Dante, who were busy behind the bar. Tony and V followed his gaze. Tony shook his head at something Zo said and folded his arms across his chest. V tapped the glass cabinet, his eyebrows drawn together in a frown.
I wondered what they were talking about and wished the noise in the Dungeon wasn’t quite so loud.
“So you’re still hoping V will ask you out?”
“Hope, nothing. I’ll make sure he does or die trying.” Valerie attempted to catch V’s eye, but he turned his back to us, his attention fixed on the strange brass object in the cabinet.
“I’ll come to your funeral,” I assured Valerie.
“I hate you so much it hurts.”
“I love you too.”
The lights dimmed, cutting our conversation short. Leo stepped up to the microphone. I hadn’t seen Leo around the Dungeon for a while; Dante said he’d been on vacation. The time off must have agreed with him because Leo looked younger than I remembered, the lines around his mouth and eyes softer and less noticeable.
“Thank you all for coming out tonight. A few ground rules and then we’ll open the stage. First, anyone can come up to the microphone. Remember to introduce yourself and your poem. Second, you can share an original piece of work or one from a published poet. And last, but most important, no heckling, booing, or snide comments. We’re all adults here, let’s act like it.” Leo looked out over the crowd. “Now. Who’s first?”
We all tried to look at each other while not looking at anyone.
“No one?” Leo grinned. “Then I’ll start. My name is Leo and I’ll be reciting an original poem.” He cleared his throat. “Roses are red, violets are blue, everyone’s a poet, let’s hear one from you.”
We all laughed with him and, the ice broken, a few people nervously made their way to the stage. Leo graciously yielded the microphone, returning to the bar, a spring in his step.
As the crowd grew braver and more and more people stepped up to the microphone, Valerie leaned over, nudging me with her shoulder. “You ready?” she asked.
I nodded, surprised to realize that my nerves tingled with anticipation, not fear.
The girl on stage finished an Emily Dickinson poem to scattered applause and darted into the darkness.
I pushed back my chair before I could change my mind.
My heart pounding, I took the stage. The Dungeon looked different from up here, the room longer and wider, filled with more people. The hot lights burned my skin, drying my eyes and my throat. I swallowed once, twice. I wished I’d brought my soda with me.
“Hi,” I said into the microphone, wincing at the sound of my amplified voice. I saw Dante, his eyes glittering in the dim shadows behind the lights. “My name is Abby Edmunds and I’ll be reciting an original poem. I call it ‘The Sands of Grief.’”
I pulled a square of paper out of my pocket and unfolded it with trembling fingers. I’d written the poem a month or so ago after a particularly vivid dream. I’d been lost in a dark fog and it was hard to breathe. I was looking for something important and if I didn’t find it, terrible things would happen. But I couldn’t remember what it was; I could only hope that I would recognize it when I saw it. And then the fog parted and I saw a figure standing on a hill in the distance. In the fluid logic of dreams, I recognized him without seeing his face. He was a stranger, yet somehow I knew and loved him. The words had seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, filling my dream to the edges. When I woke, I wrote them down before they disappeared with the dawn. I hadn’t shown the poem to anyone. Part of me couldn’t believe I was going to present it in public; the rest of me couldn’t wait to begin.
In the darkness of night,
Demons strut, taunting, goading.
In the light of day,
Angels sing glorious songs.
In the time in between,
We live our lives alone and searching.
And sometimes, softly,
We understand damnation.
All is forgotten, all is lost,
All but forgiveness
And the memory of her kiss.
The sound of my blood pounding in my ears drowned out the applause from the crowd. I caught a glimpse of Valerie’s grin as she stood up and cheered. Dante leaned against the bar, a thoughtful expression on his face. Leo turned away, his shoulders hunched and guarded. In the back, Zo clapped lazily, his dark eyes watchful and hungry.
I nodded my thanks to the crowd and hurried off stage.
“That was great,” Valerie gushed.
I wiped the sweat off my forehead. “Your turn.”
“I think I’ll have to wait my turn,” Valerie said, nodding to the stage.
Turning in my seat, I saw Dante stride onto the stage, the white lights lining his body in silver.
He stood at the microphone, his stillness spreading out from him over the stage and the audience until it filled the Dungeon completely, demanding our attention. The silence breathed with him.
Dante brushed his hair out of his eyes, his gaze sweeping the crowd, starting with Leo standing behind the bar, lingering for a moment over Zo and his friends, and coming to rest at the table where I sat with Valerie. I felt that familiar slowing down of time, the strange thickening in the air, the heightening of all my senses.
“Ciao,” he said, his accent thicker than usual, richer and deeper. “My name is Dante Alexander and I’d like to share an original work this evening. I call it ‘The Angel’s Envy.’”
He shifted his weight and his fingers tugged at the backs of his gloves, restlessly, incessantly. I wondered if he was even aware of his actions.
Then he opened his mouth and all my wonders and worries were carried away by the sound of his voice.
I didn’t understand a word of his poem, but the music of his native tongue wove its way into my heart. I felt the rolling vowels along the edges of my fingertips; I resonated with the thrum and throb of the rhythm of his words. Sharp consonants prickled under my skin. Liquid vowels dripped over me like honey. I closed my eyes, surrendering to the emotions Dante summoned inside me.
It reminded me a little of how I had felt after Zero Hour played, but with the band’s music my emotions seemed to run wild, a tsunami of energy crashing through me. Tonight Dante’s words filled me with a gentle ebb and flow, like a midnight tide rising under the moon.
I looked around the room, seeing the same emotions reflected on the faces around me. Valerie cradled her chin in her hands, her eyes half closed, utterly relaxed.
Dante’s last word lingered in the room, holding us captive. It wasn’t until he stepped back from the microphone and out of the spotlight that the spell was broken and I was able to catch my breath.
We didn’t applaud. It seemed wrong somehow to break the spun silence with something so crass as clapping or cheering. Dante didn’t seem to mind, though, and as he stepped off the stage, he caught my eye and inclined his head in a formal bow, a ghost of a smile on his lips.
“Wow,” Valerie breathed, tracking Dante’s progress through the crowd. “I can see what you see in him. Oh, he’s coming this way.”
Indeed, Dante had changed direction, veering away from the bar and heading for our table.
“May I join you?” he asked, his deep voice ringing through the silence that swirled around him like a cloak. If he was aware of the number of eyes trained on his every move, he gave no indication of it.
“Of course,” I said.
As he sat down, I heard a ripple of disappointed sighs run through the room. I had to suppress a happy grin at the thought that of all the tables in the Dungeon, he’d chosen to sit at ours.
No one dared take the stage after Dante’s performance. After a few moments, Leo flipped the spotlight off and the house lights on. He watched Dante, a troubled look on his face.
“I loved your poem,” Valerie said to Dante, reaching out to touch his forearm.
“Thank you.” Dante deftly moved his arm away, clasping his hands under the table. “I enjoyed your poem as well, Abby. I especially enjoyed the middle lines—‘Sometimes, softly, we understand damnation,’” he murmured. “A powerful truth.”
Somehow the lines sounded even better coming from him, deeper and more melancholy.
“I’m glad you ended it with a kiss, though. It’s important to hold on to your memories. Sometimes they are all you have left.” Dante’s eyes drifted out of focus as he looked into the distance between us. He licked his lips, placed his hands back on the table, and pressed the palms flat against the wood.
“Are you okay?” I asked. I’d never seen him this twitchy, this anxious and unsettled.
“Yes, I’m fine.” He offered me a smile I didn’t believe. “It’s been a long week. I just need some time alone.” A tick jumped along his jaw. He curled his hands into fists and swept them under the table again.
I exchanged a glance with Valerie.
“Would you excuse me?” Dante said, suddenly standing up, almost knocking over his chair. The feverish look in his eyes worried me. Without waiting for a reply, he turned and walked away, his steps awkward and lacking his usual grace.
“What was that all about?” Valerie wondered out loud.
“I don’t know,” I said. I watched Dante weave his way through the crowd, not back to the bar, but to the door marked “Employees Only.” He disappeared into the darkness. “I hope he’s okay.”
“He’ll be fine,” Zo said, sitting down in the chair Dante had recently vacated. “He’s probably just under some pressure and needs to blow off some steam. It happens to everyone, right?”
Tony sat down next to me, and V pulled a chair from an adjacent table to sit next to Valerie, who immediately leaned closer to her chosen target.
“It seemed a shame for two lovely ladies to remain unaccompanied; I hope you don’t mind.” Zo’s presence filled the space between us, his grin sharp and angular. He had folded back the cuffs of his shirt, displaying his black chain tattoos proudly.
“We don’t mind, do we, Abby?” Valerie purred, smiling at V.
He smiled back hesitantly. V was shorter than Zo, stockier and thicker through the chest. Dark eyes dominated his narrow, serious face. He scratched at the back of his arm and I noticed the same tattoos chained around his wrists. Glancing at Tony, I saw he wore them as well.
“No, of course not,” I said, though I couldn’t stop myself from glancing again at the closed “Employees Only” door.
“So tell me, Zo,” Valerie said, “when are we going to hear the new lyrics you promised? I thought for sure tonight was the night.”
“They’re not ready yet. Soon, though. I promise. It’s been a while since we’ve played a live show. Maybe we’ll debut the new song next Friday.”
“You won’t have much of a crowd next Friday,” I said. “It’s the Valentine’s Dance and we’ll all be at the school. At least, those of us with dates,” I added under my breath for Valerie’s ears only.
She glared at me before turning her attention back to V.
“Is that so?” Zo said, arching an eyebrow, a lazy smile playing around his mouth.
Tony grinned. “Maybe we should go to the dance, Zo. What do you think? I could use a night out.” If V was shadow, then Tony was sunshine with his blond hair, fair complexion, and a bright gold lining his chestnut-brown eyes.
I saw my chance. Valerie would owe me big-time for this. I took a deep breath and dove in. “You can’t go to the dance unless you’re a student.” I looked from V to Valerie and smiled. “Or unless you’re dating a student.”
Tony was the first to pick up the hint. “But certainly you both have been snatched up long ago, no?” he asked, his eyes dancing.
“Well, I’m going with Jason, but Valerie . . .” I shrugged eloquently.
“I understand,” Zo said, playing his part. “You’ve merely been waiting for the right man to come along.” He patted the back of Valerie’s hand, looking pointedly at V.
Valerie blushed, glancing under her lowered lids at V. I had to swallow a giggle. She was a natural.
“I was hoping,” Valerie said, trailing her fingers along V’s arm. “I mean, if you aren’t doing anything else . . . ?”
When V finally realized we all were staring at him, his eyes darted around the table from Zo to Tony to me, looking for some kind of support or escape.
“V, are you going to be a gentleman and ask the lovely lady to the dance, or not?” Zo murmured.
V cleared his throat. “Um,” he said.
“I’d love to.” Valerie squeezed V’s arm, leaning her head on his shoulder.
“Well, I’m glad that’s settled.” Zo clapped his hands and rubbed them together briskly. “V and Valerie will go to the Valentine’s Dance—how appropriate. Do you think anyone would mind if we offered a free concert that night? What do you say, boys? Are you both up for a dip into the river?”
The three members of the band looked at each other, an electric current charging the air between them. Tony laughed out loud. Even V’s normally stony face cracked into a grin.
“You’d really play at the dance? That would be fabulous!” Valerie said. “I’ll talk to Lily tomorrow—she’s on the committee—and we’ll get it all arranged. Just think, Abby, Zero Hour playing at our dance!”
“Fabulous,” I agreed as a chill shivered on my skin and a small headache wormed its way into the base of my skull. I felt like something important had just happened but that I’d missed it. “I need another soda.” I grabbed my empty glass and turned to the bar. “Would you excuse me?”
As I left the table, I couldn’t help but think to myself that Valerie had been right yet again—V still didn’t know what had hit him.
***
It was close to closing time at the Dungeon and Valerie still sat with V and the band. I sighed, stirring my straw through the melting ice in my glass and leaning my elbows heavily on the bar top, bored and alone. Valerie was my ride home and it didn’t look like she was in any hurry to leave.
“Can I get you another soda?” Leo asked, whisking away my empty glass and wiping down the countertop with a white towel.
I shook my head. “No, thanks.”
Leo smiled, showing all his teeth. A mane of white hair framed his round face and his blue eyes were the color of faded denim. There was something about Leo that made me feel comfortable and safe around him.
“It looks like you could use a Midnight Kiss.” He laughed at my expression. “No, no, mia donna di luce, it is nothing like that. It is a special drink. I’ll make it for you.”
“Oh, no, I couldn’t—”
“On the house. For a good friend of Dante’s.” Leo flipped the towel over his shoulder and, as he did so, his sleeve pulled up a little over his wrist.
I blinked. I could have sworn I saw the faded pale lines of what looked like a chain circling his wrist. I rubbed my eyes. It must have been later than I’d thought.
“How do you know I’m a friend of Dante’s?”
“I know all of Dante’s friends,” Leo said, shrugging. “He speaks very highly of you, Abby Edmunds. You have made quite an impression on him.”
I blushed, wrapping the straw around my finger.
Leo caught me looking at the “Employees Only” door. “Perhaps he has made an impression on you too, yes?”
“I wish I knew more about him,” I said, the late hour leading me to the truth. “He’s not very talkative about himself or his past. I mean, he hardly ever talks about Italy or his family or anything personal at all.”
“Dante’s past is his own. It’s not my place to tell another man’s secrets.”
“But you’re his family, aren’t you? Isn’t that why he’s staying with you and not someone else?”
Leo paused, and I sensed he was choosing his words with care. “I care for Dante like a son. I have vowed to watch over him and protect him while he is here. He is staying with me so I can teach him what he needs to know about this world and his place in it.” Leo absently cleaned a glass with the edge of his towel. “Dante can be stubborn and headstrong. Sometimes I worry that he is taking unnecessary risks. Dangerous risks.” He flashed a smile at me. “I know he borrowed my car without permission, for example. And that he kept the Dungeon open while I was gone despite my specific instructions otherwise.”
“He said you were on vacation,” I said, surprised that Dante had been selective with the truth. From behind me, I heard Zo’s voice rise up in angelic laughter, the deeper timbre of V’s and Tony’s voices murmuring in harmonious conversation.
Leo’s blue eyes clouded over and a small muscle clenched in his jaw. “It would have been better had he followed the rules, but what is done is done.”
“He did a good job, if that makes you feel better,” I said.
Leo shook his head, a smile returning to his eyes. “I know he did. Dante is the kind of man who will do his best at whatever task is placed before him. He is conscientious and kind. He cares deeply for others and feels emotions strongly. I believe that is why he has been keeping parts of himself to himself. He will tell you what he can, Abby, in his own time. I’m sure of it.
“And now, mia donna di luce— your drink.” Leo hummed low in his throat, a musical growl that rumbled in his wake as he methodically selected a round goblet with a thick pedestal and set it in front of me. It was the size of a small fishbowl. He draped his towel over the mouth of the glass, his actions measured as though he were performing a ritual or a magic trick. “This is a special drink because it is made with a story and a song.”
Folding my arms on the bar, I sat up straighter, intrigued.
Leo nodded his approval at my interest. His low voice whispered like a passing secret and I had to lean forward to catch his words.
“Before the beginning, there was a void. A darkness. Then, from out of the darkness came a sound.” With a quick flick of his wrist, he snapped the towel off the glass, a shivery chime ringing deep in the glass bowl. Before the sound had completely escaped the round bell of the glass, Leo tipped a bottle of dark black liquid into the goblet, thick and viscous. “The sound resonated through the darkness of the void, reaching . . . searching. And then, in the darkness, the sound met another of its kind and”—he deftly tipped some smoky amber liquid like a splash of bottled sunshine into the glass—“Harmony was born.”
Leo flicked the rim of the glass with his thumb and forefinger. The note that rose was deeper than before, shimmering in the air before fracturing into two notes. He withdrew a long glass tube from underneath the bar and, inserting it into the black and amber liquid, gently stirred the contents into a golden blend. As glass struck glass, the rising notes it produced danced around each other.
“Melody came next.” With his free hand, Leo tipped in a handful of ice cubes. The small splashes trilled like rising scales.
“And the music of the spheres spread throughout the darkness, infusing it with magic.”
Leo added bubbles to the drink, each one a tiny jewel of light and air in the swirling liquid.
“The darkness felt the magic and heard the music and dreamed of sloughing off the shadows and dancing in the light. From out of the depths of those dark dreams, Time was born.”
A colorless river of clear liquid spilled into the glass, filling it to the brim. The golden bubbles churned, fizzing and jumping like sparks.
“And when Melody saw Time dancing in the dark spaces, she saw the future unspooling in his wake. She reached out for Time, gathered him to her rhythms, and in the darkness . . .”—Leo covered the glass with his towel again—“they kissed a midnight kiss. And thus was born the first Dawn of creation.”
Leo slipped the towel off the glass one last time and I gasped. The bright golden liquid had transformed to the softest pink blush of the rising sun.
“Make a wish. They say those who drink down the Dawn will have a wish come true before the next sunrise.” Smiling, Leo pushed the goblet into my unresisting hands. “Enjoy your Midnight Kiss, Abby.”
Caught up in the story, I swallowed down the drink without stopping. It was pure poetry going down my throat and tasted of the clear, crisp air of an autumn morning, of the velvety shadows of a winter night, of the tickling green summer grass on bare feet, of the scent of the first springtime rose.
Gasping, I set the goblet back down on the counter, my head spinning, a grin spreading across my face. “That was amazing. What exactly did you put in it?”
“I told you—a story and a song.”
“And a wish,” I reminded him.
Leo smiled, drying his hands with his towel and gathering up the empty goblet. “Good night, Abby. And good wishing.”
I swiveled on the bar stool, leaning back against the cool railing. As I felt the Midnight Kiss tingle through my veins, I thought about stories and songs. I glanced once more at the “Employees Only” door and thought about wishes and Dante.
I closed my eyes, and wished.



Chapter 10
The cold night air felt like silk on my hot skin. I leaned against the wall and imagined that I could feel the throb and pulse of the music through the bricks. I could certainly hear it blaring through the doors even though I was out in the school’s courtyard. I sipped at my glass of punch and closed my eyes, wondering why I wasn’t having as much fun as I had hoped.
Jason looked fabulous in his suit and he had made sure his tie matched my dress, which, he said, matched the color of my eyes. My parents had held us captive to the camera, taking countless pictures before finally releasing us with a final hug and a kiss. Mom even kissed Jason on the cheek, saying how handsome he looked.
Personally, I thought I looked drab and outdated in my dark brown dress. Under the flashing lights of the dance floor, my “Cocoa Foam” dress looked more like a “Dirt Brown” knockoff. All the other girls were wearing delicate pastels of blue or green or shades of pink or white as befitted a Valentine’s Dance, and then there was me—a chocolate kiss among all the shiny silver wrappers. I brushed my hand over the giant ruffled bow attached to the hip of my skirt and tossed back the remainder of my punch, wishing it was something fizzy and sparkling. I could have used some bubbles in my stomach, if only to approximate the excitement I was missing.
Absently, I ran my fingers over the butterfly necklace at my throat and idly wondered what Dante was doing tonight. I knew he hadn’t asked anyone to the dance; in fact, I hadn’t seen him much since the Poetry Slam at the Dungeon a week ago. He’d been like a ghost at rehearsal—coming late, leaving early. I indulged myself for a moment, imagining that Dante had picked me up instead of Jason (even though I knew Leo had forbidden Dante to drive) and that we had gone to Helen’s Café to pick up a to-go order of strawberry scones and cream (even though I knew Helen’s didn’t have takeout) and that we’d spent the evening at Phillips Park, eating scones with our fingers and playing connect-the-dots with the stars overhead (even though I knew it was much too cold to stay outside for long).
Even as the thought occurred to me, I shivered and rubbed my arm with my free hand. I sighed. Once more into the breach, I quoted to myself, steeling myself to take the plunge back into the heat and whirling lights of the dance.
“Stop.”
Startled, I turned around, thinking someone was speaking to me. But the courtyard held only a few couples, none of whom were paying any attention to me.
“I can’t let you go in there. Fermati!”
It was Dante’s voice, crystal clear in the cold night air. What was he doing here? I peeked around the corner of the school and saw him standing by the workshop a few paces away from the building. He shoved his hand against Zo’s chest. Bright beams of moonlight puddled on the snow around them.
“In English, Dante,” Zo tsked. “Have you been neglecting your lessons? Leo will be most unhappy.”
“You have to leave.”
“You can’t stop me.” Zo grinned, showing all his teeth. “Besides V and Tony are already inside. You don’t want to break up the band, do you?”
“What you’re doing, Zo . . . it’s dangerous. It’s not right. I can’t let you go in there.”
Zo raked a hand through his dark hair. “What we’re doing . . . ? What about the stunt you pulled last week? After all your talk about keeping the balance and staying in control, you go and do something like that?” He shook his head. “You’re unbelievable.”
“It was a mistake. I’ve paid for it all week. I’m not going to let it happen again.”
“Yes. You will. You’ll have to. Don’t you understand, Dante? It’s the only way to truly survive. Give it a year, or two, or three, or a hundred, and you’ll see that I’m right.”
“For you, maybe. But what about them—?”
“What about them?” Zo snapped. “Don’t tell me you feel sorry for them? They’re nothing.” He laughed, the sound like shattering glass. “You’re weak, Dante. You always have been. Apparently, you always will be.”
“It doesn’t have to be like this.”
Zo barked out a harsh laugh. “Right, right. I forgot. We could always end up cracked and drooling, our minds shattered while our bodies live on indefinitely. Such an appealing option.”
I saw Dante stiffen at Zo’s mocking tone. His voice was as dark as the night. “Leo says that as long as we keep the balance—”
“You can’t trust Leo. Haven’t you figured that out by now?” Zo sighed. “I can see that it’s pointless to argue with you, so I’ll just ask you one final question: Why? Why do we have to follow the rules? Keep the balance? Why—when we can have it all?” Zo took a step back, spreading his arms wide, embracing the night. “We have all the time in the world, my friend. And we can have all the life that goes with it, too.”
I didn’t see where the switchblade came from, but suddenly Zo held a thin blade in his long-fingered hand. With one motion, he cut through the shadows, slicing Dante’s arm from shoulder to elbow.
A ringing roared through my ears. I felt a scream stick to the roof of my mouth. My glass felt like a rock in my frozen hand.
Dante groaned, clutching his arm and falling to his knees like a supplicant in front of Zo.
“We’re not like them,” he said softly, gazing down at Dante with something like pity, or maybe disgust, on his face. He squatted in front of Dante to look him in the eye. “We’ll never be like them ever again, and the sooner you realize that, the better off you’ll be.”
Zo stepped over Dante’s hunched form and sauntered toward the school. I watched him pull open the side door and slip inside without a backward glance.
I tossed my glass to the ground and grabbed my skirts in the same motion. I was at Dante’s side before the door had finished swinging closed. “Are you okay?”
I reached out for him, but he recoiled, hissing through his teeth. “No, please, Abby, don’t.” His eyes were black and flat with pain. The moonlight traced the grimace on his pale face. He held his left arm awkwardly with his right hand, his shoulders hunched inward. Sweat covered his face like a transparent mask.
“Don’t be stupid,” I said. “Let me help you.”
His eyes roamed aimlessly over the schoolyard as though he were looking at something else entirely. He lapsed into Italian, speaking quickly, urgently.
“Slow down. I can’t understand you.” I touched his curved back with one hand and his wrist with the other, trying to be careful of the wound on his arm.
He cut off midword. I could feel the strong muscles of his arm quivering with strain. He looked even paler, though I hadn’t thought it was possible.
“Please. Abby.” He forced each word through clenched teeth. He looked from my face to my hand on his wrist. “Not. Now.”
I pulled my hand away. “Sorry.” I felt something sticky and warm on my fingers and absently brushed my hand on my dress.
“No—” Dante choked.
I looked down and saw a smear of dark red blood on my hand, my dress.
The edges of my vision blurred. I felt myself tilting. Don’t faint, I told myself sharply. Don’t be one of those girls who faints at the sight of blood.
I drew in a deep breath and focused on keeping my hands from shaking. My skin seemed to burn where the blood was drying on it. No time for that now.
I set my jaw and ruthlessly forced the growing panic into a locked corner of my mind. Distantly, I could hear the music cut short, and in the lull I could hear the ebb and flow of chattering conversation from inside the school. Then the opening drum riff of “Into the River” hammered through the doors and Zo’s voice rose into the night. Shivers crawled on my skin. I couldn’t take Dante inside the school. Not with Zo there.
“Right. Come with me,” I said, helping Dante stand up.
I felt like I was swimming in deep currents with dangerous rocks lurking just under the water. If I didn’t keep moving forward, I’d sink below the surface and drown. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I thought that Melissa had gotten the rumors all wrong. Dante wasn’t the dangerous one; Zo was.
I slipped under Dante’s right arm so I could support him on his uninjured side. His body was fever-hot next to mine and he kept his left arm pressed tight across his stomach. I could feel his chest rise and fall with each labored breath. Together we stumbled the few yards to the door of the workshop adjacent to the parking lot.
I stood on my toes and managed to retrieve the spare key from the lintel of the door frame. I bounced the key in my palm. “Thank you, Jason,” I murmured, unlocking the door with a click.
The building was part workshop, part garage. The air smelled heavily of steel and oil. Huge, misshapen lumps of metal hunkered under dark tarps like sleeping dragons. I ushered Dante in and closed the door behind us. The moonlight filtering in through the row of narrow windows set high on the wall provided the only illumination. Luckily, I had spent more than one afternoon in the garage with Jason, watching him repair his truck or tinker with a new bit of machinery. Even in the dark, I knew my way to the office, where there was a first-aid kit. I had also spent more than one afternoon bandaging up Jason after he’d banged his finger with a hammer or cut himself on a sharp metal edge.
“Abby?” Dante’s voice cracked along the edges. A shiver ran through his body. It wasn’t much warmer inside the garage. I was cold, and I was wearing a full-length velvet dress. Dante must have been close to freezing in his thin, long-sleeved T-shirt.
“It’s okay,” I murmured. “Trust me.” I reached up to squeeze his hand that draped over my shoulder. The leather gloves he wore were cold and slick with what I hoped was only sweat. He clutched at my hand like a lifeline.
Deftly I maneuvered us through the maze of cars and machines to the back corner office. Once inside, I felt it was safe to flip on the light. No one from the school would be able to see the office light unless they were standing behind the building.
Dante blinked in the sudden light, his eyes still black and distant. “I told him . . . I warned him . . .” he murmured. “I was too late.”
I helped him sit on the edge of the desk. “Okay, let’s take a look.”
Dante didn’t resist as I gently lifted his left arm away from his chest and turned it toward the light. It was worse than I had feared. Zo’s cut had sliced through the fabric of Dante’s shirt and deep into the skin beneath. Blood stains bloomed on his shoulder and encased his forearm in solid red.
Shock ran through me like lightning.
“Not right . . .” he muttered, not looking at me. “Danger-ous . . .” He clenched his fist, and I saw that his fingers were coated in red. He wouldn’t stop shivering.
I bit my lip. “This is bad, Dante. You need to go to the hospital. You’ll probably need stitches.” I moved past him, reaching for the phone on the desk.
Dante’s right hand flashed out, gripping my wrist. His lips skinned back over his teeth in a snarl of pain. “No hospital. No doctors. No police.”
Though my hands shook, my voice was steady. “What about Leo, then? You need help.”
His face softened. “You can help me.” Some of the pain left his eyes, changing them from black to gray. He tugged me closer to him, groaning as the movement jostled his injured arm. “Please. I’ll be all right, I promise. I just need you to bandage my arm. I don’t need to go to the hospital. Please. I know you can help me.”
I hesitated. The truth was, he couldn’t wait for Leo, he couldn’t wait for me to drive him to the hospital. He needed attention now. And I was the only one who could help.
I swallowed, my heart beating hard and fast. “Okay,” I said quietly. “I’ll try.”
“Grazie,” he said, letting go of my wrist.
I focused on opening up the first-aid kit, concentrated on finding a clean towel in the stack of rags, telling myself that washing my hands in the sink was the most important thing I could do.
I turned off the water and took a deep breath. “We’ll need to take off your shirt,” I said.
Dante looked at his blood-soaked arm lying limp in his lap and then reached into the first-aid kit with his right hand. Plucking the small scissors from the kit, he handed them to me. “It’s an old shirt.”
I stepped in front of him, detecting his familiar scent even under the copper-sweet smell of blood. Time seemed to slow down, as it always did when I was with him. The night stretched around us in a silent, protective cocoon. Being so close to him made me a little dizzy. Not now, I told myself. Still, my mouth felt dry and I had to swallow twice before I dared open the scissor blades in my hand.
I gently slid the blade underneath the cuff of his sleeve. “I’ll try to be careful, but tell me if I get too close.”
He reached out and brushed my cheek with the back of his hand. “Grazie, bella. Grazie, il mio angelo.”
I smiled swiftly and then looked down, concentrating on my task. The scissors ate at his sleeve with tiny, precise bites. As the fabric peeled away, revealing more of Dante’s wound, I felt a wash of hot anger flood through me.
I shook my head. “Tell me why Zo did this to you.”
Dante watched the scissors move steadily up his arm. “You heard,” he said quietly; it wasn’t a question.
Embarrassment burned in my cheeks. “I didn’t mean to.”
“Zo was—is—doing something dangerous tonight. I tried to talk him out of it.” He looked out the office window at the darkened garage. “This was his way of making his point.”
“What were you guys talking about, anyway? Something about keeping the balance? Zo kept talking about ‘us’ and ‘them’—what was that about?”
“It’s an old philosophical disagreement.”
I stopped cutting and looked up at him in disbelief. “A philosophical disagreement,” I repeated. “What kind of philosophical disagreement leads to . . . to this?” I gestured to the narrow slash on his arm that was slowly weeping blood.
“Oh, just the existence of the soul, the concept of time, the meaning of life itself—you know, the usual philosophical conversations that always seem to end in violence.” He tried to grin, but on his pale, drawn face it looked more horrific than humorous.
I didn’t smile.
Dante’s grin faded into a straight line. He looked away.
“You’ll have to tell the police, you know,” I said. “You can’t let him get away with this.”
“No!” Dante’s head whipped around. “No police. I told you that. This is between me and Zo. I can handle it. He won’t try anything like this again.”
“You’re the victim here. What have you got to lose?”
Dante flinched and I almost stabbed him in the shoulder with the scissors. “Hold still,” I said, snipping the last threads connecting sleeve to collar. “I’ll vouch for what happened. Just tell them the truth.”
Dante looked a little sad. “The truth, cara, is more complicated than I can explain.”
“And what is the truth?”
“Ah, yet another philosophical discussion that could lead to violence.” He gestured to his wounded arm. “I fear I have already shed enough blood for one evening. Perhaps we could discuss it another day?”
“This is serious. Why are you making a joke out of it?”
His eyes found mine. “Because the truth is dangerous and I promised myself I wouldn’t put you at risk again.”
“Again?” I remembered the white flashes of future time, the dark pressure in my chest. Maybe that had been Dante’s doing, but so had been the healing, the sweet taste of chocolate.
Dante was silent.
“So, what, you’re going to lie to me? To keep me safe?” I looked up at his face. “Safe from what?”
Instead of answering, Dante pulled his shirt off, effectively distracting me from further questions.
I didn’t want to stare, but it was too late. I couldn’t help it. My eyes drank in the sight of his long, lean body sitting on the desk before me. He wore a gray tank top, jeans, and gloves. I felt my heart slip inside my chest. The light did amazing things to his skin, turning it a deep shade of olive brown. Distractedly I thought that I had finally found something that matched the color of my dress perfectly. I could see the rhythmic pulse of his heart in the dark shadow nestled in the hollow of his throat.
He reached up with his right hand and brushed his dark hair away from his eyes. His beautiful gray eyes. His eyes that were smiling at me.
I blinked, coughing to cover my embarrassment at being caught staring. I dropped my gaze, my heart working to settle back into its normal rhythm.
Dante chuckled low in his throat at my awkwardness.
I tried to keep my hands steady as I wiped the blood away from his arm. Now that I had cleaned the wound, I realized it wasn’t as bad as I had first thought. There was still a little blood oozing from the puncture wound in his shoulder, but even that seemed to be closing up. The cut along his arm was shallower than I expected and ended well above the elbow. He probably wouldn’t need stitches after all.
I fixed a square of gauze over his shoulder, taping the edges down. Then I unrolled a strip of gauze and began wrapping it around his bicep. The bone-white cloth made a sharp contrast against the dark olive of his skin. I brushed at the fine hairs on his forearm with my fingertips and felt his skin pebble with goose bumps. I wondered if the shiver on his skin was from the chill in the air or from something else. I hoped it was from something else.
I cut the gauze and taped it down. “There. No stitches, but you’ll probably have a nice scar to show the ladies.” I laughed a little breathlessly. “I’ll admit, when I first saw your shirt, I thought Zo must’ve nicked a major vein to have spilled that much blood.”
“I’m a fast healer,” Dante said, a strange catch in his voice.
I turned around to finish repacking the first-aid kit. When I rinsed my hands in the sink, the cold water felt oddly warm on my skin.
Dante’s hands were oddly warm on my skin as well. He slipped his hands over my shoulders and I jumped, whirling to face him in the tight enclosure of his arms. I hadn’t even heard him stand up from the desk, much less move behind me.
“You’re an amazing woman, Abby. I hope you know that.” He gently tucked an errant curl behind my ear, his fingertips sliding down the curve of my neck. “Thank you for saving me tonight. May I give you a gift in return?” he asked, his voice smooth and low. He ran his palms down my arms, cradling my cold fingers in his warm hands.
I swallowed. My heart did its sliding trick, this time adding a flip at the end. I felt a lift in my stomach. He was going to kiss me; I was sure of it.
“Okay,” I whispered.
He rubbed his thumbs along the inside curve of my palms. “Three gifts, actually—a secret, a question, and a truth.”
“Okay,” I whispered again.
“The secret,” he said softly in my ear, “is that today is my birthday.”
“Really? Why didn’t you tell anyone? Happy birth—”
Dante pressed a finger to my lips. “It’s a secret, remember? Now for the question: You may ask me how old I am.”
I raised my eyebrows. “But I know how old you are. You’re seventeen. Eighteen now, I guess.” 
Dante didn’t smile. His eyes searched mine, intense and unflinching. “Ask,” he said firmly.
“How old are you?” I said, feeling a little silly.
“E così— the third part of your gift: a truth.” His eyes were the color of frost at dawn. “I was born in 1484.”
I opened my mouth, but Dante looked so serious that my laugh came out as a dry gasp instead. I shook my head, sure I had misheard him.
“I gave you this last gift because you asked for the truth tonight. And because you are someone who is brave enough to hear the truth.” He touched his forehead to mine and closed his eyes. “And because it is all I can give you right now.” His voice was a hair’s breath above a whisper.
A sudden flash of insight raced through me. He knew I wanted him to kiss me. Hard on the heels of that realization was another one: He wanted to kiss me too.
With a soft moan, Dante pulled away from me.
Before I could say anything, he bolted through the office door, leaving me in the empty garage, alone except for his ruined, bloody shirt on the desk and the heat of his hands on my skin.



Chapter 11
I locked the door behind me and replaced the workshop key on the lintel. The air seemed colder now than it had before, cutting like a knife across my skin. I involuntarily rubbed my hand over my hip where Dante’s blood had dried on my dress. The fabric felt stiff and scratchy under my palm. I saw Dante’s footprints in the snow, leading away from the school, the gaps between the steps wide and uneven. He must have been running there at the end.
I sighed, torn between wanting to follow his footsteps and knowing I needed to get back to Jason and the dance. I glanced at my watch and tapped the face with my fingernail. The hands had frozen in place, pointing to midnight. There was no telling how long I’d been gone. Jason would be worried about me.
I gathered up my skirt and carefully picked my way over the icy parking lot to the courtyard in front of the school doors. I navigated through my thoughts just as carefully.
What had Dante meant about today being his birthday? Had he really said he’d been born in 1484? It would mean he was more than five hundred and twenty years old. That was impossible. Completely and totally impossible.
But then why had he chosen his words so carefully? He had treated the information like it was fragile. A truth that could break apart as soon as he spoke the words. A truth that could shatter our friendship.
But . . . five hundred and twenty-five years old? My mind shied away from the number.
My thoughts felt jumbled up in my head, everything unraveling the moment I tried to follow a single thought to its logical conclusion. I couldn’t make sense of anything.
The one thing I was sure of, though, was that my lips tingled as though Dante had kissed me. I ran the tip of my tongue across the edge of my lip and the tingling intensified. I tasted again the ghostly sweet pink flavor of the Midnight Kiss I’d swallowed at the Dungeon. I guessed I would have to wait a while longer for my wish to come true.
Valerie and V were kissing in the courtyard. He had her pressed against the school wall, his strong drummer’s hands curling around her hips. Valerie’s arms twined around his neck.
Embarrassed to have caught them in such an intimate embrace, I tried to slip past them into the school, but Valerie chose that moment to come up for air and she saw me.
“Hi, Abby. Where have you been? You missed everything!” Her eyes were dreamy and unfocused, fever-bright in the darkness of the night. V leaned closer, nibbling on her earlobe. “Jason’s looking for you, by the way.” She waved her hand in the general direction of the door before closing her eyes, succumbing to V’s attention once more.
Seeing them together made me even more uncomfortable and confused. Valerie never kissed on the first date. It was one of her unbreakable, unbendable, unbreachable rules. If Zo was not to be trusted—and after what he had done to Dante tonight, I was sure he couldn’t be—then could his band mates be any better? I bit my lip, worried. I’d have to talk to Valerie. Soon.
I pushed through the door and stopped in shock, frowning. Valerie had been right: I had missed everything. The dance was practically over. A few couples still lingered in front of the empty stage, but other than that, the only people in sight were the janitors, pulling down the torn pink and red streamers that dangled from the ceiling like tattered clouds. The harsh fluorescent lights reflected off the limp white balloons that drifted across the floor in some unseen breeze. The air seemed to hold the echo of Zero Hour’s music, and I thought I could hear the whisper of Zo’s voice haunting the almost empty room. It’s time, my children . . .
Ingrained reflex made me look at my watch even though I knew it was broken. Startled, I saw that the hands had jumped from midnight to ten minutes past two. Could it really be that late?
I scanned the room once more and spotted Jason sitting on the far side of the dance floor. He was hunched over in his chair, his head resting in the palms of his hands. My heart clenched to see him so forlorn and alone.
I wove my way through the remains of the Valentine decorations, stepping over the torn banners and silver confetti scattered across the floor. “Jason?” I brushed my hand across his shoulder as I sat down in the chair next to him. “Are you okay?”
Jason looked at me with red-rimmed, bleary eyes. “No. I’m not.”
I withdrew my hand at the sharp tone in his voice. “I’m sorry—”
“You should be,” he snapped. “I can’t believe you would do this to me.”
“Do what?” I curled my hands into fists around my skirt. “What are you talking about?”
Jason’s mouth dropped open in honest surprise. “You left the dance over four hours ago. I looked everywhere for you. I was worried about you.” He shook his head. “If you didn’t want to come to the dance with me, you should have said so instead of just ditching me.” His bow tie hung around his neck in loose ribbons. He’d unbuttoned his collar and his cuffs. He looked like a wrinkled shadow of the Jason who had picked me up a lifetime ago.
“I did want to come to the dance with you. It’s why I’m here—”
“Now.” Jason’s mouth thinned as though he tasted something bitter.
“I’m sorry I was gone so long. I honestly didn’t know it was so late. I guess I lost track of time.”
“That seems to happen a lot when you’re with him.”
I blinked in surprise, too stunned by the acid in Jason’s voice to say anything.
“Isn’t that where you were? With him? With Dante?”
I pressed my lips together, wishing they would stop tingling. “Yes, I was with Dante. But it’s not what you think—”
Jason snorted.
“It’s not what you think,” I repeated firmly.
Jason looked down at his hands clenched into fists on his knees. “I wanted this to be a special night for us, Abby.”
“The night’s not over.” I tried to keep my voice light even though my heart thumped heavily in my chest. After a brittle silence, I finally said, “Do you want to get some hot chocolate or something?”
Jason ran a hand through his golden curls.
His silence hurt more than his curt words.
“Valerie said Zero Hour played. Were they good?” I asked, not really caring, but wanting to say something.
“Oh, yeah, they were great. They really know how to work a room. It was incredible. The highlight of the evening. The whole crowd got up and danced.” Jason pinned me with dark golden eyes. “Too bad I didn’t have anyone to dance with.”
“Don’t be like that.”
“Like what?”
I pursed my lips. “Do you want to hear my side of the story or are you just going to sit there passing judgment without all the facts?”
“Fine.” Jason leaned back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest.
“Fine,” I repeated. I took a deep breath. “I went outside for some fresh air and I saw Dante and Zo get into a fight. Dante got hurt and I took him to the workshop office so I could bandage him up. We talked and then I came back to the dance. That’s it.”
Jason’s eyes narrowed in blatant disbelief. “That’s it? That’s the story?”
“That’s the truth.”
He shook his head, a dry laugh escaping his lips. “You’re amazing, Abby, I really mean that. I thought we were better friends than this. Zo was here all night playing with Zero Hour. How could he have gotten into a fight with Dante? When?”
“You don’t believe me,” I said, stung. “You think I’m lying.” Cold anger filled me. I covered the dried blood on my dress with my hand, tangible proof of the fight that would wipe the righteous anger from Jason’s face. I wanted to put his hand on the stain, make him feel the rough edges where the blood had soaked into the fabric, make him believe me, but I didn’t. I heard Dante’s voice, low and fierce in my memory—This is between me and Zo. Dante hadn’t wanted anyone else to know; whatever it was that had happened between them, well, it wasn’t my secret to tell.
“I’m not a liar, Jason,” I said hotly.
“I saw you, Abby,” he shouted. “I saw you with him. I saw him kissing you.”
“He didn’t—”
“Right. I know what I saw. It was worse than watching Valerie and V slobbering all over each other all night.” Jason shook his head. “I thought you were my best girl. I thought . . .”
I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t move. I’d never seen Jason this angry, this hurt. Tears tickled the back of my tongue. I swallowed them down. They tasted like salt, desiccating my throat.
“I waited for you for a long time. When you didn’t come back, I went looking for you. I walked around the whole school looking for you. And then I saw the light on in the workshop.”
My heart stuttered in my chest, threatening to stop beating.
“I was so relieved to find you.” Jason’s pale face looked like chalk. “And then I saw him standing behind you, his hands on you . . . your hands on him . . .”
“Jason . . .” My voice didn’t seem to want to leave my throat.
“I saw him lean over you and . . . and . . .”
“He didn’t kiss me,” I tried to whisper again.
Jason shrugged, a mere twitch of his shoulder. “Maybe not. But I bet you wanted him to.”
Now my heart stopped.
“You know what hurts the most?” Jason asked. All the anger, all the hurt, had drained from his voice, leaving it flat and hollow. “That you never told me you were unhappy.”
“I wasn’t,” I protested, but we both heard the false note in my voice.
“I guess I knew this was coming. I guess I’ve known it since our birthday.” Jason pulled off his tie and shoved it into his pocket. “It’s why I wanted to wait to have our first kiss. So maybe you would kiss me like I was your boyfriend, and not like I was your brother.”
“Jason . . .”
“It’s okay,” he said, but we both heard the false note in his voice.
“Please.” I touched his hand. His skin was colder than snow. I looked into his hazel eyes and saw in their liquid golden depths the fading hope that maybe we could still be friends, and the firm knowledge that we certainly couldn’t be dating friends. I felt a sliver of my heart shiver with pain, shooting icy needles into the nerves of my fingers and thumbs. My fingers spasmed, clutching, desperately trying to hold onto something I knew I’d already lost. “I don’t want it to be like this.”
“It already is,” Jason said sadly, moving his hand out from under my fingers. His eyes held mine for a long time. They were the eyes of a stranger. “You look really beautiful tonight, Abby. I don’t know if I told you that yet.”
A lump lodged in my throat. “Thanks. You look nice in your tux too.”
He stood up stiffly. “It’s late. I should take you home.”
I wanted to say all the words that people usually said at times like this—I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you. I still want to be friends— but Jason and I had been so close for so long, the words were there without either one of us saying anything. I didn’t know if I was glad of that or not.
Instead, I rose and followed him silently across the floor. The tears I had swallowed finally spilled over my cheeks.
I looked over my shoulder, sure I would see a shadow-Abby and shadow-Jason still sitting in their chairs, holding hands and happy, the ghosts of who we used to be now that we were someone else. But the chairs were empty, adrift in a sea of broken paper hearts.



Chapter 12
It took exactly three hours and thirteen minutes for the news of Jason’s breakup with me to race through the school on Tuesday morning. I had hoped the Monday holiday would give me a little bit of protection from the gossip-mongers in the school. No such luck. I cowered at the back table of fourth-period world history, chewing on a hangnail, terrified of what the next two minutes would bring. The seat next to me—the seat that had been Jason’s all year—was empty, and I kept darting glances from his seat to the door. Jason hadn’t picked me up for school earlier—not that I had really expected him to—and we’d been careful to avoid each other in the hallways all morning. It was like some complicated dance that only couples who had broken up with each other could perform. I wondered if all couples, happy or not, were slowly dancing their way around each other toward this kind of inevitable, horrible, awkward end. It was a depressing thought.
History was the first class we had together. We couldn’t avoid each other anymore. The dance led to here, to now.
The door opened and Jason walked into the classroom. My heart chattered inside my cold chest. He glanced around the room, his eyes skipping right over me. He walked down the aisle between the black tables; for a moment I thought he was going to take his regular seat next to me, a grin on his face, and ask to borrow my notes. For one brief shining moment I thought everything could go back to the way it had been. I thought I could have my best friend back.
Jason pulled out a chair at a table two places in front of me and sat down without even looking at me.
Everyone else in the class, though, looked from Jason sitting next to Melissa Cooper back to the empty seat next to me.
The whispers rustled through the room like dead autumn leaves skittering across cement. The sound made the hairs on my arm stand up.
I let my head fall on my crossed arms on the table. Don’t cry, I told myself sternly. It’s only one class. You can hold out for fifty-five minutes. I deliberately didn’t think about the agony the lunch hour was sure to bring.
A dull thump sounded next to my ear. Peeking out of the corner of my right eye, I saw a black leather backpack blocking my view. The empty chair squealed in protest as someone pulled it back sharply across the waxed linoleum floor. A familiar musky-sweet scent reached my nose.
I sat up straight in my chair, my mouth dropping open in amazement as Dante sat down in the chair next to me. He raked his hair out of his eyes with one gloved hand and then flipped open his notebook, copying down the notes written on the board.
The whispers rose in the room like high tide. I felt the eyes jumping from me to Jason to Dante back to Jason and back to me, around and around in ever-tightening spirals until I could almost hear the instant the realization clicked for everyone in class: I wasn’t with Jason anymore; I was with Dante.
Knowing how fast the gossip would spread, I felt torn between wanting to make some kind of announcement that no, everyone had it all wrong, and feeling a secret thrill that maybe, yes, everyone was exactly right.
Did that make me a bad person? A bad friend? I chewed on my hangnail. Why couldn’t these things be painless? Why did someone always have to get hurt?
Melissa inched her chair closer to Jason, grinning.
On opposite sides of the room, Lily and Sarah both flipped open their cell phones, fingers flying over the tiny keys.
Robert turned around in his chair, muttering to Jason, flicking glances past Jason’s shoulder to me and Dante. I saw Jason shake his head once, then twice, cutting across Robert’s words with an angry gesture of his hand.
“What are you doing here?” I whispered to Dante.
He paused in writing down his notes. His changeling eyes were the color of clear white-blue water. “Transferring.” A small smile played around his lips. “I’m sorry, Abby, have I taken someone’s seat? Would you like me to sit somewhere else?”
“No, it’s fine. It’s just . . . I mean, I thought after Friday . . .” Flustered, I sighed, trying to organize my thoughts, trying to ignore the gossip and speculation churning around me. “How’s your arm?” I finally said.
A rim of frost hardened around Dante’s eyes. “It’s fine.”
“Good,” I sighed with relief. “Did you talk to Leo about what happened? I know you said you didn’t want to but—”
“Abby, it’s fine,” he said firmly, turning to a clean page in his notebook.
“Oh. Okay.” I fumbled my history book out of my backpack, plunking it down on the table between us. “Sorry I asked.”
He leaned close to whisper in my ear, “Thank you for your concern, but honestly, my arm is fine.” And to prove it, he reached around my shoulders with his left hand and pulled my chair closer to his. The squeak of the chair and the stares of the class only made his smile wider. For the first time, I noticed a dimple hiding in the corner of his grin.
I shook my head. What was I doing, noticing his smile at a time like this? What was he doing, flirting with me at all? Didn’t he know Jason had broken up with me mere hours ago? What game was he playing? He couldn’t get away from me fast enough on Friday night, and today, he couldn’t get close enough?
“Rilassati, Abby,” he continued to whisper into the shell of my ear, his breath sweet on my skin. “With any luck, Zo’s performance will have worked its way through the school in a few days. Don’t worry—things will be back to normal soon enough.”
Before I could respond to this confusing statement, Ms. McGreevey rapped her ruler against her desk, calling the class to order.
Dante scrawled a note, angling his notebook so I could read his perfectly flowing script: Meet me before rehearsal? The bottom of his “t” tilted up with a little hook.
I pulled the page closer and wrote a reply: Sorry—Mtg Valerie.
Dante nodded his understanding. After? The tail of his “f” reached all the way to the next line; it looked like an “s” sliding across the page.
I hesitated, wondering what I was getting myself into, then wrote: OK.
“I have a couple of announcements before we begin today,” Ms. McGreevey said. “First, Mr. Thompson has asked us to remind all students that tickets for the school play, Much Ado about Nothing, will be on sale beginning next Monday. Opening night tickets for February 27 are buy one, get one free, so make sure you purchase your tickets early.”
Butterflies beat their slow wings in my stomach. I wasn’t ready to think about opening night so soon.
“Second, Principal Adams has been receiving reports of suspicious activity on school grounds—fights, graffiti, and the like. There have also been some thefts from the school library and the workshop on campus. He is urging us all to keep a sharp eye out for individuals who are not students enrolled in the school who may be hanging about the building or grounds. I hope it goes without saying that if any of you see anything suspicious, you will report it to me or to Principal Adams.” Ms. McGreevey peered at us over her long nose.
I glanced at Dante, who had grown still and thoughtful next to me. On an impulse, I jotted a name on his paper: Zo? I bumped his elbow, flicking my eyes to the paper.
He followed my gaze, saw what I had written, and his gray eyes clouded over. He drew a thick X over Zo’s name and then closed his notebook, resting his hand on the cover.
Curiouser and curiouser, I thought, tapping my pen against my finger. What was going on between those two? I would have thought they’d be good friends since they had a shared history, but instead, they had clashed almost every time I’d seen them together.
“Pop quiz,” Ms. McGreevey announced, and I, along with the rest of the class, groaned, but pulled out a sheet of paper.
During the quiz, Dante hummed a lilting, haunting melody under his breath, and before I knew it, class was over.
Maybe sitting next to Dante wouldn’t be so bad after all.
***
I sat alone at the lunch table, not sure who, if anyone, would be joining me. I wasn’t betting on Jason—not after history—and sure enough, he walked past me to sit down two tables away with Robert and his other friends. I tried not to show my hurt. I didn’t even have my hopes up that Dante would join me. Ms. McGreevey had asked him to stay after class. As long-winded as she was in class, she was generally even worse after class. There was no telling when Dante would be released.
I hadn’t seen Valerie all day, which was bad since we’d planned to meet before rehearsal. I set my sandwich down as I spied Natalie strolling into the lunchroom, a pair of dark sunglasses banded across her eyes. I half-stood and waved my hand to get her attention. She picked her way carefully through the crowd, wincing and flinching at every loud laugh, every bang of the trays on the tables.
Collapsing in the seat across from me, she dropped her head in her hands and proclaimed in tones of profound hurt, “Ugh.”
“Ugh, indeed,” I agreed.
“Oof, not so loud.” Natalie pulled off her sunglasses and pressed her hands to her closed eyes. “I keep thinking this headache will go away, but I can’t seem to shake it.”
“Do you need some aspirin?” I reached for my purse but Natalie waved it away.
“I’ve got so much Extra-Strength Excedrin in me, I don’t dare take anything else.”
“How long—”
“Friday.” Natalie folded her arms and rested her head on the table. “If this is what a hangover feels like, I’m glad I’ve never gotten drunk.”
“Are you going to make it the rest of the day?”
“I have to.” Natalie roused herself from the table and scraped her hair back with her hands. “I have a test in math I can’t miss.”
“But if you’re sick . . .”
“I’ll be fine,” she said unconvincingly. She pasted on a crooked smile. “Tell me what’s going on with you, Abs.”
“You mean before or after my life ended?”
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“What do you mean what do I mean? I figured it would be all over school by now. Jason broke up with me. On Valentine’s.”
Natalie waved away my words. “Yeah, you and the rest of the school.”
“What do you mean?”
“What do you mean what do I mean?” she parroted back. “Everyone broke up on Valentine’s. Ben and Sarah. Lizzy and Chandler. Eve and Will.” She ticked the names off on her fingers. She made a face. “Natalie and Chris.”
“What? It was your first date!”
“First and last, apparently.” She shrugged.
“So what did happen?”
“Valentine’s happened.” She stole the cookie from my lunch, crumbling it between her fingers.
“Hey—” I swiped the cookie back and stuffed it in my lunch bag. “Now talk. Tell me everything.”
“What’s to tell? Chris picked me up Friday night. I looked stunning, by the way. We were having a great time at the dance. Zero Hour played and we danced to every song. Then Chris took me home and as we pulled into my driveway—bam—he told me he didn’t want to see me again. Said he’d been thinking about one of the songs Zero Hour played—you know the one: ‘The world is older than we imagine, Time more fluid than we think.’ ” She sang the lyrics in her low alto voice and I felt the hairs stand up on my arms. She shook her head. “Anyway, Chris made up something about how he didn’t want to waste what little time he had left dating just one girl. How he wanted to branch out and live life to the fullest. I swear it’s like he was going through a midlife crisis. He’s only seventeen, Abby!” She jammed her sunglasses back on. “That’s when this killer headache started and it hasn’t left yet.”
I sat stunned for a minute. I didn’t know what to say. Finally, I managed, “Oh, Nat, I’m sorry,” but it came out sounding as helpless as I felt.
“Maybe it was for the best, you know? I mean, I just said yes to the dance to be nice. I don’t know if I really saw a future with Chris.”
I couldn’t help it. My glance darted to where Jason sat with Robert. He ran his hand through his curls, and I felt my skin prickle. How many times had I seen him do that casual gesture? Hundreds, if not thousands. I knew so much about Jason—his habits, his quirks—could things really be over between us? I couldn’t quite believe it. Yes, we’d still be friends, but I knew it wouldn’t really be the same. What had happened to my future with Jason?
Dante walked through my field of vision, heading for the doors. Hunched down in his dark coat, he flipped up his collar with a snap and pushed out into the afternoon light. I thought I saw him favoring his left arm, but maybe it was my imagination. The cut Zo had inflicted had been deep. I worried I hadn’t patched Dante up well enough, despite his demonstration in history.
Natalie followed my gaze. “So he is still alive.”
I startled, the feel of Dante’s hot blood and hotter skin a tangible memory on my fingers. “What? Why do you say that?”
“Oh, just that no one has seen him around school much lately. Rumor was he’d had a run-in with an old enemy”—Natalie lowered her voice dramatically—“who was looking for vengeance.” She laughed. “How do these stupid rumors get started anyway?”
In my memory, I could see clearly the white-hot slice of Zo’s blade as it cut through shadows and skin. I managed a smile for Natalie, grateful I didn’t need to formulate a reply. Apparently the news of our breakup wasn’t the only story Jason had been telling over the long weekend. I was relieved that the tale had quickly devolved into rumor. I just hoped Dante didn’t think I’d been the one telling his secrets.
“Rumors or not, he’s a strange one, isn’t he?” Natalie continued, stealing a swallow from my water bottle.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, he seems so secretive. He’s unpredictable—never where you think he’s supposed to be. And he’s always wearing those strange gloves.” Natalie rubbed her own hands together. “I don’t know. There’s just something—odd—about him. Janey tried to talk to him every day in biology for a whole week but he just ignored her. I would think he was being rude, but he ignores everyone. Well, everyone but you. He must really like you.”
“And that makes him odd?”
“No, no,” Natalie stammered. “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just that you’re the only person he talks to or spends any time with.”
“I’m sure he has other friends . . .” I started to say, trailing off as Natalie shook her head.
“If he does, they’re not from around here. Haven’t you noticed, Abby? Practically the entire female population of the school would kill for the chance to get close to him, but every time they see him, he’s with you.”
“And that’s a bad thing?”
“Yes!”
“Because . . . ?”
“Because you’re Jason’s girl. You’re off the market. Dante should be up for grabs, but he’s not playing by the rules. I personally know of at least four girls who asked him to Valentine’s—Holly even asked him back in January!—but he turned down every single one of them.”
“Maybe he’s not into dances . . .” I said lamely.
“And maybe he wanted to go with you,” Natalie finished.
“He didn’t, though,” I said quietly. Yes, he had come to the dance, but it hadn’t been to see me. He’d been there to stop Zo from doing something dangerous.
I remembered what he had said in history: Zo’s performance will have worked its way through the school in a few days. Had Dante been there to stop Zo from performing at the dance? But why? How could singing a song be dangerous?
I shook my head, dislodging a string of unanswerable questions.
Natalie finished off my water. “I bet he would have if you hadn’t been going with Jason.”
“But I’m not Jason’s girl anymore,” I said softly, watching my one-time boyfriend crumple up his lunch sack in his hands.
“I know,” Natalie said just as softly, her eyes on him as well, a strange mix of emotions crossing her face.
I felt a catch in my throat. My friend was in love with my ex-boyfriend. I knew I should be willing to step aside for her, but I wasn’t sure I could do that. My past was filled with memories of Jason. Letting him go would be like letting go of myself. And then there was Dante. I counted him as a friend—and maybe as something more—but did pursuing a relationship with him mean I’d have to cut Jason out of my life entirely? Couldn’t I have both? Couldn’t I find some balance between them?
The bell rang. I watched Jason stand up from the table and walk away, surrounded by his pack of friends. Natalie grabbed her sunglasses and followed him down the hall.
I felt myself teetering on the edge of tears. Everything was such a mess. I waited until the cafeteria was empty before I slowly got to my feet and made my way to class, my steps filled with uncertainty.
***
“Valerie! Wait up!” I hitched my backpack higher on my shoulder and jogged across the courtyard toward her. She was standing by the edge of the parking lot talking to someone—V. I missed a step when I recognized him.
I saw her lean forward, give him a quick kiss, and then shoo him away. He disappeared in the maze of cars before I reached Valerie’s side.
“What are you doing? Didn’t you hear the announcements this morning? You know he’s not supposed to be on school grounds.”
“What? He stopped by to see me.” Valerie tossed her jet-black hair over her shoulder. She hadn’t dyed it again after the dance and it looked almost purple in the afternoon light. “Some of us have nice boyfriends.”
I cocked my head, confused by the harsh remark. “Principal Adams said—”
“Oh, please, Abby, I thought you didn’t pay attention to rumors.” Valerie headed back to the school and I walked in her wake.
“It’s not a rumor if it’s the truth.”
She stopped, turning on me. “What are you talking about?”
“The bad stuff that’s been going on? I think V has had a hand in it. V and Zo and Tony.”
Valerie arched an eyebrow with deadly precision. “Really.”
I squirmed a little under her piercing regard. “Yeah, I think—”
“I think you’re jealous.”
“What?”
She nodded. “It’s obvious, isn’t it? You wanted to be the only one with a good-looking Italian for a boyfriend, and now that I’m seeing V, you’re jealous.”
“That’s not it at all!” Anger and surprise snaked through me, making my hands shake. “Since when have I cared about the guys you date? But I don’t trust Zo and I don’t trust his friends, either. I’m worried about you, Valerie. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
She shrugged, which only made me angrier.
“Why are you acting like this? I had a really hard weekend and I don’t want to fight with you—”
“Whatever, Abby. Listen, I’m meeting V after rehearsal so can we talk about this some other time—like never?” She turned on her heel.
The words poured out of me without a chance of me stopping them: “I hate you so much it hurts.” For the first time I realized I meant them. My fingernails dug half-moons into the palms of my hands. My whole body shook with emotion.
Valerie waved at me over her shoulder. “I love you too.” Her voice was venomous-sweet.
Speechless, I watched her walk away from me. What was happening? First Jason. Now Valerie? Where was all this anger coming from? Had everyone around me gone crazy? For a moment I wished I could have those strange white flashes of the future again. At least then I might have some warning. At least then I might not get hurt.
***
I stumbled into rehearsal a few minutes late, but Dave didn’t notice. I was pretty sure no one noticed. I blotted my eyes with a wadded-up tissue, making a mental note to have more on hand. I would need a steady supply if breaking down at school was going to become a regular habit.
“Okay, people, let’s run that scene one more time. And with feeling, please!” Dave’s voice crashed through the speakers.
Taking a deep breath, I grabbed my clipboard and a pen. I marched up to Dave, tapping him on the shoulder. “Hi.”
“Oh, Abby. You’re here. Good. I’m trying to convince Claudio and Hero that they really are in love with each other, but it’s impossible. And don’t get me started on Benedick and Beatrice! I don’t understand it. You’d think we were running the show for the first time instead of practically being at dress rehearsals—”
“What would you like me to do?”
“Dante’s been helping Jason put the finishing touches on Leonato’s house. Would you check on their work, please? I swear, I don’t know what I’d do without Dante today. He’s about the only person besides you willing to work. At this point, I’m willing to forgive him for missing the last few rehearsals.”
“I’m on it,” I said, though my heart didn’t want to play along. Dante? Working with Jason? This should be fun. I sighed and trudged up the stage stairs.
Slipping behind the back curtains, I crept up on Leonato’s house. Maybe I could check on them without being seen . . .
I peeked through the curtains. Jason and Robert were hanging the shutters on the side windows of the house. I could hear the rise and fall of their voices, asking for tools and discussing the basketball team’s chances for a win on Thursday. A few other crew members bustled around the building, weaving the plastic grapevines through the lattice-work roof and painting the inside of the house light blue.
Dante sat on the floor of the porch, a screwdriver in his gloved hand, affixing the railing to the banister poles. Everyone gave him a wide berth, and he seemed happy to be left alone with his work. He wore a simple gray tank top and jeans, and was scrubbing the sweat off his forehead with a bare arm. I realized with a start that the deep slash that Zo’s blade had left on his arm was gone. No bandage. No gauze. Nothing but smooth skin.
“Not even a scar to show the ladies,” I said to myself. I thought I was quiet, but Dante’s head perked up and he looked straight at me.
“Abby?” Dante’s voice, full of happy surprise, reached out to me through the darkness.
I parted the curtains and stepped lightly onto the porch. I saw Jason see me and then turn away.
“Don’t mind him,” Dante said, motioning me closer. “He’s angry.”
I grimaced. “Popular emotion today.” I sat down on the floor next to him. It was cool in the shadows backstage. I wondered how long I could hide out back here before Dave would need me again.
Dante glanced at me. “I told you—don’t worry. Things will be better tomorrow.”
“How can you be sure?”
Instead of answering me, Dante smoothed a soft cloth over the portion of the railing in front of him. “What do you think? It’s been a while since I’ve done any freehand woodwork. Do you like it?”
The banister was at eye level. As my eyes adjusted to the dimmer light, I could see a thick pattern of flowers carved into the curved wood. Blossoms blended into ribbons, which flowed around stems and leaves, which bloomed into more petals. Following the lines soothed my tired eyes and lifted my heart. I felt like I could almost smell the rich roses, touch the petals. I gasped when I realized that the delicate carvings covered the entire length of the banister railing.
“You did this?” I couldn’t take my eyes off the beautiful work. “By hand?”
I sensed Dante shrugging next to me. “I keep telling people I’m good with my hands, but no one seems to believe me.”
“It’s . . . it’s amazing,” I said, feeling the utter inadequacy of the word to describe what I saw.
A mischievous grin touched his lips. “Look here.” He pointed to the bottom of the railing where it curved into the banister pole. I thought I saw letters hidden in the labyrinth of vines in the dark wood. A name. Beatrice.
My eyes spelled out the letters, noting the small hook at the bottom of the “t.”
“Is that . . . ?”
“She’s an interesting character, wouldn’t you agree? Feisty and headstrong. Vibrant. I was imagining her as a young girl, lazing away a summer afternoon, bored with waiting for her life to begin, and then . . . daring to leave her mark.” Dante ran the ball of his thumb along the hidden name. “Declaring to the world, ‘Questo è chi sono. Ero qui. Importo.’”
“In English, please.”
“‘This is who I am. I was here. I matter.’”
The passion in Dante’s voice tugged at my weary heart. I regarded him for a moment. “That’s my middle name, you know,” I whispered.
He turned his gray eyes to me, soft as a rain cloud. “I know.” He reached out his hand and almost touched mine. “If anyone sees this, they’ll think I did it for the play. But I did it for you.”
A stone fist clenched my heart. I didn’t have to look behind me to know exactly where Jason’s small carved butterfly hung frozen in the wood, quietly floating next to my initials. Had it been only a few weeks since Jason had given me that gift? Why did it feel like forever ago? It seemed impossible that just a couple of days ago Jason had dropped me off at my house in my Valentine’s dress and driven away, and yet here I was with someone else. Everything was happening too fast. I wanted to be friends with Dante but I didn’t think I had the strength to try dating him just yet.
Tears welled up in my eyes. “I have to go. Thank you for showing me your work. It’s perfect.”
I stumbled through the curtains and across the stage, falling into the first available seat in the auditorium. Through tear-filled eyes I saw my whole life spread out in a tableau on stage: Dante, pushing aside the curtain, a concerned line creasing his forehead. Jason, standing behind Dante, a jumble of emotions on his face: seething anger, bewildering loss. Valerie, chatting with Lily, pointedly ignoring me.
What in the world was I supposed to do now? Just hang on until opening night, I told myself. Just play your part until then.
Maybe if everyone could just play their parts and leave me alone, I’d figure out a way to survive the intervening weeks. Somehow.



Chapter 13
Surviving the next week turned out to be the least of my worries. Surviving the afternoon was going to be hard enough on its own.
Rehearsal proved to be the worst we’d had since day number one. Afterward, as I walked toward the parking lot, Valerie sped by me in her cherry-red Lexus. So much for my ride home.
“Great,” I muttered, though after our earlier fight and an entire afternoon of frosty non-communication, I wasn’t particularly surprised that she had ditched me.
I was surprised, however, to see Jason drive past a moment later with Natalie in the passenger’s seat.
“Double great,” I sighed, slinging my backpack off my shoulder and unzipping the top. Fishing out my cell phone, I flipped it on, only to see a fat red line bisecting the battery icon.
“Triple great!”
“What’s great?” Dante asked from behind me.
I shoved my phone into my backpack again, turning around. “Oh, just my stupid sister drained my stupid cell phone battery and now I’m stranded here without a car or a phone or a way home since my stupid friends are either mad at me or—in one special case—dating my extremely recent ex-boyfriend.” My voice cut off as I felt the familiar prickling of tears in the back of my throat. No. I wasn’t going to cry. Not now. Not in front of Dante.
“I’m sorry.” I gulped down the icy air. “I just remembered—you wanted to talk to me after rehearsal. What’s up?”
“It’s not important right now.” He brushed back his hair with a casual gesture. “Would you like me to walk you home?”
I shook my head, undone by his gentle voice. Mom and Dad had spent all weekend obviously not noticing either my reluctance to talk about the dance or the conspicuous lack of Jason’s visits over the weekend. Instead, I had spent the whole time playing endless rounds of A&B Clue with Hannah and her friends, trying to avoid awkward questions. No, I didn’t want to go home just yet.
“Walk me home, then?” he asked with a small smile, the humor in his voice eliciting a return smile from me.
Suddenly, spending the afternoon with Dante seemed like the best idea in the world.
I wound my scarf tighter around my neck and we walked across the parking lot together.
“It must be nice living at the Dungeon,” I said after a few minutes of comfortable silence.
“It’s not too bad,” he said, slipping his hands into his pockets. “Leo is like a father to me.”
“You don’t talk about your family very much. How long has it been since you’ve been home?”
“Sometimes it feels like a long time,” Dante said quietly. “Other times . . .” He shrugged. “Other times it feels like it was just yesterday.”
“I know how that is. Last summer I spent a week in Albuquerque for a yearbook and school newspaper convention. I was homesick the very first night, but by the end of the week, it felt like I was a native Albuquerquian.” I breathed out a laugh in a wreath of cold air. I hadn’t thought about that trip in ages. “The whole time I was gone, though, I missed my family—even my sister Hannah, if you can believe it.” I tugged at the end of my scarf. “I can’t imagine being away from my family for a whole year.”
“It has been an unusually difficult year,” Dante said.
“What about your family? Do you have any brothers or sisters?”
“I had an older brother.”
“Had?” I sensed we were skirting a sensitive topic and tried to choose my words carefully. “Is he . . . ?”
Dante nodded.
“I’m sorry.”
“It was a long time ago,” he said, a peculiar strain to his voice. We walked quietly together for several steps before he spoke again. “I wanted to be just like him once.”
“What was he like?”
“He was a hero,” Dante said firmly.
I could tell by the set of his jaw that he was done talking about his brother and I wasn’t going to force the conversation.
“Thanks for keeping me company this afternoon,” I said finally.
“Piacere mio.”
His accent slipped off his tongue like water.
We stopped at the corner, waiting for the light to change. It was surprisingly nice just being with Dante, at once exciting and comfortable. The “walk” light flashed and Dante placed his hand beneath my elbow as we crossed the street. I could feel the warmth of his fingers through the sleeve of my coat. He helped me onto the curb and then slipped his hand back into his pocket.
“Here are the rules,” he said suddenly, sliding a crooked half-smile my way. “The getting-to-know-Abby rules.”
I grinned at him in anticipation.
“We’re three blocks away from home. I’ll ask you a question at the start of each block and you have until the next block to answer.”
“These are pretty long blocks,” I observed.
“I have some pretty good questions. Ready?”
“Is that your first question?”
“No, my first question is this: What do you think the future holds for you?”
“That is a good question.” I rocked back on the heels of my boots, knocking my toes together, thinking. I wondered how much hedging Dante would let me get away with. Probably not much. He was a stickler for the truth.
“No stalling,” Dante said, slipping his hand underneath my elbow again, turning me in the direction of the sidewalk. He gave me a gentle push. “Answer.”
“My future, huh?” I stumbled into a fairly brisk walk. “You sound like a college application.”
“Are you going to college?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.
“Is that your second question?”
“Follow-up questions don’t count. Neither do questions that clarify, support, or expand on the original question.”
“Man, there are a lot of rules to this game.”
“Life has a lot of rules,” he said ruefully.
“Don’t I know it,” I nodded in agreement. “That’s why I think there will be some rule-breaking in my future.”
“How so?” Catching the look I threw him, he quickly added, “Clarification.”
“Yes, I’m going to college. No, I’m not going where anyone expects me to. At least I hope I’m going somewhere unexpected.” My steps slowed; Dante matched his pace to mine. “I sent in an application for Emery College ages ago and I haven’t heard back from them yet. The Web site said it could take six to eight weeks to process the application and I know it’s only been five, but . . .”
“But you’re still checking the mail every day?” Dante suggested.
I felt a faint blush in my cheeks and nodded. “It’s hard to wait for something you really want, you know?”
Dante regarded me with clear eyes for a moment before echoing my words back to me: “Don’t I know it.”
“What are you waiting for?” I asked, hoping to surprise him into answering one of my questions. I should have known better.
“What’s so special about Emery College?”
So I told him what I’d learned about it from the brochure and the Web site. I told him how much I wanted to go someplace new, someplace where I was new. At Emery, no one would know me or my past. It would be a fresh start, a clean slate. It would be a chance to branch out in new directions without any of my old baggage weighing me down. It would be like being reborn.
“There are no expectations of me at Emery,” I said. “Emery’s motto is ‘Live without Limits,’ you know, and I want that so bad. I’ve grown up in this little town and sometimes I feel like there are limits everywhere I turn. I feel like there’s this preset path all laid out for me and all this pressure to walk from point A to point B without any detours or places to stop to enjoy the scenery.” I blew a sigh through my teeth. “So I’m doing what everyone expects of me—good grades, extracurricular activities, the works—but someday . . . someday I’ll do something unexpected.” I surprised myself with the fierceness in my voice.
“I believe you will, Abby,” Dante said. “I hope I’m there to see it.”
“Thanks,” I said. I laughed under my breath. “You know, you’re the only person I’ve told that I’ve even applied to Emery. Don’t tell anyone, okay?”
“I’m good at keeping secrets.” Dante flipped up the collar of his coat, tucking his chin behind the fabric as the winter wind picked up its pace.
“Thanks,” I said again. Glancing up I saw the familiar two-story building of the Dungeon a few yards away. “Hey, we’re here. What about the other questions?”
Dante’s mischievous smile appeared. “I guess I’ll have to ask them another time.”
I liked the promise inherent in his words and felt warmth bubble through my veins; I was already looking forward to the next time.
We stopped outside the side door, hesitating, both of us wanting to continue the conversation, both of us waiting for the other person to say something.
“Do you want—?” he started.
“I should—” I said at the same time.
Dante brushed the snow from his hair. “Please. You first.”
“Oh, I was just going to say I should be getting home.” I didn’t want to, though. I wanted to stay with Dante, even if it meant standing in the snow and cold for another hour.
“Come inside for something warm to drink first,” he suggested, opening the door behind him. “I’ll ask Leo to drive you home afterward.”
The warm air wafted out, enveloping me. I hadn’t realized how cold I was. I slipped into the Dungeon without any more encouragement.
“Can’t you drive me home?”
Dante shook his head. “Leo has revoked my driving privileges for the moment.”
“Bummer.”
Dante smiled wryly, then helped me off with my coat, laying it on the bar top.
I sat on one of the stools at the bar, touched by Dante’s old-fashioned courtesy.
He took his coat off as well as he hopped lightly up the one step behind the bar. He looked at me expectantly. “What would you like?”
I ruthlessly squashed the blush rising in my face. Now was not the time for total honesty. I grinned instead. “Some- thing . . . unexpected.”
“As you wish.” Dante’s hand hovered over the rows of glittering bottles behind the bar. When he struck, it was swift and sure. Turning around to face me, I saw he had chosen a small box with worn and bent corners. I could make out the picture of a sun rising over a beautiful green pasture dotted with roses and guessed that the faded yellow Italian words that marched along the bottom of the box promised some kind of summer-warm tea inside. Just the thing for a cold winter’s day.
Dante flipped a white ceramic mug up onto the counter and filled it with hot water. From the box, Dante withdrew a single packet, wrapped in a delicate web of white netting. “You’re expecting this to be tea, aren’t you?”
I nodded.
“But you asked for something unexpected, didn’t you?”
I nodded again.
“Then watch closely.” Dante dropped the packet into the mug and placed his hand over the top. Steam rose from between his fingers. When he removed his hand from the mug, the delicate scent of roses filled the air. He slid the drink to me.
I wrapped my hands around the mug, feeling the heat from the drink warm my frozen fingers. Inhaling the steam, I could smell lilacs along with the roses. I lifted the mug and took a small sip. “It’s chocolate!”
Dante leaned over the bar, resting his weight on his elbows. “I told you it would be something unexpected.”
“But . . . how . . . ?” I took another swallow of the delicious, deceptive liquid. It should have been tea. It looked like it. It smelled like it. But it wasn’t. The rich chocolate flavor filled my mouth.
“It’s an old family secret—”
“And you can keep a secret,” I finished. “I know.” A gentle heat flooded through me with every swallow of Dante’s drink. “Can you at least tell me what you call it?”
Dante shook his head.
“Figures. Mmmm, this is way better than Leo’s Midnight Kiss.”
“Leo made you a Midnight Kiss?”
“Mm-hmm. He said he mixed a wish into it for me. Why? Doesn’t he make them for everyone?”
“No. No, Leo hasn’t made that drink in a long time.” Dante flashed a smile at me. “He must like you.”
“I bet you make this drink for everyone, though, right?”
“No,” he said softly and his voice sent chills chasing the waves of warmth along my skin. “No, I haven’t made this drink for anyone in a long time either.”
“Does that mean you like me?” I asked lightly, teasingly, but my heart pounded hard in anticipation of his answer.
It seemed like Dante looked at me for a long time before he pushed himself away from the bar, tugging at his gloves. He cleared his throat. “I need to talk to Leo about something. Then I’ll see you home.”
Dante pushed through the door behind the bar and I mentally cursed my clumsiness. Valerie made flirting look so easy; she should have warned me how disastrous it could be in the wrong hands. At least he hadn’t said no. That was something. But his mood certainly had shifted. One minute he was smiling and happy. The next minute he was withdrawn and cold. What was he thinking?
“Dante,” I heard Leo say in surprise. “I wasn’t expecting you until later. How was school today?”
Glancing up from my musings, I noticed the door had swung closed, but the latch hadn’t caught. With the Dungeon empty, I could hear the conversation in the back room even though I tried not to.
“Things are worse than we thought.”
Leo sighed. “I was afraid you’d say that.”
“The whole school is still suffering from the emotional hangover. It could be another two, maybe three days before people are back to normal. I’m sorry, Leo. Zo was unhappy with my interference and unleashed it on the crowd. It’s my fault as much as anyone’s.”
Emotional hangover. It was an apt description. I’d thought I had been the only one suffering, but now that Dante mentioned it, there had been a general miasma of misery hanging about the school ever since Valentine’s Day. Plus, according to Natalie, the breakup rate had been unusually high lately. And somehow it was Zo’s fault. Maybe my hunch about Zero Hour was right after all.
“Three more days?” Leo sounded shaken. He sat down heavily, a chair creaking under his weight. “And everyone was affected?”
“No, not everyone,” Dante said. “Most of the teachers are fine, though they are struggling to maintain order in class. And the people who didn’t attend the dance are fine. Abby’s fine, thankfully.”
My ears pricked up at the sound of my name. I knew I shouldn’t be eavesdropping, but I couldn’t help it.
“You took a risk with her—”
“What was I supposed to do, Leo? I couldn’t let her go back to the dance until it was over.” I heard Dante pacing across the floor. “I needed her to stay with me.”
“I know, figlio, I know. I’m grateful she was there to help. I’m just sorry she’s involved.”
Involved? What was I involved in? Was Leo saying that I shouldn’t have helped Dante at the dance?
“What are we going to do about Zo? He’s getting worse. Reckless.”
“Leave Lorenzo to me, Dante. After what he did to you . . . I don’t want something like that to happen again.” Leo paused for a long time. When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet, uncertain. “What have you seen lately?”
Frustration weighed down Dante’s words. “Nothing. It’s all a jumbled mess. It has been every time I’ve gone. I’m trying, Papa, I’m looking. But trying to pick out Zo or Tony or V is like trying to isolate a single raindrop in a hurricane. I don’t like being blind when it comes to him. The clearest thing I’ve seen all month was the three of them at the dance, but I couldn’t see downstream enough to know what kind of long-term repercussions were in store. Maybe trying to stop him was the worst thing I could have done.”
“What are you seeing now? Anything?”
“Just Abby.”
“Abby?”
I slipped off the bar stool and crept closer to the door. I didn’t understand half of what Dante and Leo were talking about, but the way Dante said my name . . . I had to hear the end of this part of the conversation.
Dante’s voice took on a new quality: urgency. “She’s everywhere, Leo. In all the paths I’m walking, she’s right there.” Dante’s footsteps stopped. I heard him take a deep breath. “I think I need to tell her—”
“No!” Leo’s voice cracked through Dante’s words. Even I flinched out in the other room and scampered back to my seat. “You know the rules, Dante. You must not break them. Ever. It was bad enough you bent them as far as you did at the poetry reading.”
“But when Zo does it, it’s within the rules?”
“Lorenzo is still angry, still unwilling to accept his circumstances—”
“And I’m not? I have more reason to be angry than any of them. At least he and his friends have had four years to get used to this.”
“I know it takes time—”
Dante’s harsh laugh felt like sandpaper on my skin.
“—and I’m not discounting your feelings. You have acclimated amazingly well,” Leo continued, “and I trust you in ways I’d never trust Lorenzo or Antonio or Vincenzio.”
“Do you approve of what they’re doing?”
“Of course not,” Leo snapped. “Of course not,” he repeated more softly. “I had hoped that by encouraging them to stay in town for a while, I would be able to reach them. Show them the error of their ways. Help them find a balance they can live with.” He sighed. “Maybe I was wrong to think I could help.”
“Maybe you’re wrong about Abby, too,” Dante said, a thin edge to his voice. “Maybe she can help.”
“Dante,” Leo warned. “No one can know.”
Silence from the back room.
Leo’s voice was kind but firm. “I know you want to. I know she means something special to you. But telling her will only endanger her more. Trust me; nothing good can come from it. Promise me you won’t tell her anything.”
Deeper silence.
“I know you don’t want to hurt her, Dante.”
I held my breath.
Then Dante’s voice, resigned and bitter, slid through the crack in the door: “Prometto.”
***
Dante crashed through the door, scooping up his coat with one hand.
“Is everything okay?” I stumbled over the words.
“Fine.” Dante grabbed a set of keys from underneath the bar. “I’ll take you home now.”
“But I thought Leo—” I stopped. A cold mask descended over Dante’s face. Now was not the time to mention Leo or his rules. “Thanks,” I mumbled.
For being as angry as he was, Dante’s control was impressive. The Mustang growled, eager for speed, but Dante didn’t push it even a mile over the speed limit. He flipped the blinker at every lane change and crossroad. He checked the mirrors and his blind spot.
“Worried about getting a ticket?” I tried to lighten the mood with a small joke.
“I’m trying to keep you safe,” he said.
“I’m tough. I can take it.”
A muscle jumped in Dante’s jaw.
Pulling into my driveway, he got out, intending, I guessed, to open the door for me, but I’d already stepped out of the car. We stared at each other for an awkward moment; Dante’s eyes were metallic silver, a barrier as thick as steel. Then he got back into the car and drove away.
I raised my hand to wave, though he was already too far away to see it. Instead, I saw Jason standing by the mailbox on the corner of the sidewalk. He held a handful of envelopes up to his eyes, shading his face from the setting sun. He was far enough away that I couldn’t read his expression, but I knew he had seen the whole thing.
I sighed, feeling the slow roil of anxiety boil through me. I felt terrible at the way we had left our relationship after the dance. I felt like part of me was torn and jagged along one edge and I couldn’t figure out how to smooth it out or knit it back together even if I wanted to. Dante seemed to think everyone would be back to normal in a couple of days. If Jason’s anger at me was somehow Zo’s doing, then what would Jason be like at that time? Would he feel bad about what had happened at the dance? Would he want to get back together? Would I?
I glanced down the empty road, looking for the ghost of Leo’s Mustang.
Maybe what I wanted was to just slice all the ragged ends off—a clean break, a clean slate. A new beginning. Not for the first time I wished my acceptance letter from Emery had already arrived.
I watched Jason walk into his house.
I felt the edges of my heart tear a little more. Maybe all I really wanted was a friend I could count on.
***
I walked into the house, dropping my backpack and my jacket on the couch. I was exhausted, worn out and weary. I could hear my mom on the phone in the kitchen.
“Oh, Cindy, that’s wonderful!” Mom’s cheerful voice scraped my nerves raw. My stomach rumbled; I hadn’t eaten since lunch but I wasn’t sure I could face Mom and her boundless energy and good humor just then. Absently, I flipped through the stack of mail on the side table by the stairs, half-listening to Mom’s one-sided conversation, half-remembering the look on Dante’s face as he drove away.
My eyes fell on a slim, white envelope addressed to me. A quick glance at the return address: University of Southern California. I inhaled sharply, tasting the sweet hint of cocoa and roses, all that remained from Dante’s hot chocolate surprise. Somehow I knew this next surprise wouldn’t be quite so sweet.
“It’s no bother. I’m making cookies anyway. I’ll send Abby over with some in a little bit. I’m sure she’ll want to talk to Jason in person. I’m surprised she’s not over there already, actually.”
I paused, my fingers brushing the flap of the envelope. Talk to Jason about what? I thought we’d said it all on Valentine’s Day.
“No, Abby hasn’t heard back yet, but I’m sure something will come soon. She applied just about everywhere, after all.”
Crushing the letter in my fist, I dropped the rest of the mail on the table and darted upstairs. I didn’t want to be in the hallway when Mom finished her phone call. And the last thing I wanted to do was go over to Jason’s house. Not before I’d read the letter from USC. Maybe not after, either, come to think of it.
I pushed open the door to my room. The door had barely closed before I’d torn open the envelope, allowing a single sheet of paper to flutter into my trembling hands. I knew what it said without even reading it. Fat envelopes contained letters of welcome acceptance, glossy photographs of campus and students, pages and pages of class schedules and calendars; thin envelopes contained a meager handful of painful words: sorry, apologize, regret.
When I finished reading the letter, a hard rock thunked in my belly, sending shock waves through my fingers and toes. They didn’t want me. I didn’t get in. I’d been denied. Rejected. Turned away. Passed over. The rock rumbled through my hollow insides. How was it possible? What was wrong with me that USC didn’t want me? And if USC didn’t want me, would Emery? I sat down on my bed. Would any college? What would I do then?
A knock rattled my door.
“Go away,” I called, crumpling the letter into a jagged ball.
Hannah opened the door and leaned against the doorjamb. She tilted her head to one side as though considering an important decision. “Mmmm, no.” She waltzed inside and sat down at my vanity table.
Groaning, I dropped my head in my hands. “Not in the mood, Hannah,” I warned.
“That’s okay. You don’t have to be.” Her fingers danced lightly over the rows of nail polish lined up by the mirror. “Ah-ha!” She selected a bottle of bright pink polish and settled in to paint her nails.
“Hannah!” I snapped. “I’d like to be alone, okay?”
She barely glanced at me, lifting her hand and blowing on her nails. “What’s wrong with you?”
“Take your pick. Right now it’s because my bratty little sister can’t seem to take a hint.”
“I’m not little. I’m almost as tall as you.”
I sighed through gritted teeth. “Get. Out.”
Hannah’s pout deepened to a wounded frown. “Fine.” She rose to her feet like a queen, gliding toward the door.
I cleared my throat. “My polish?”
She scowled and dropped the bottle onto the tabletop. “I don’t see why you’re so upset. It’s not like you even wanted to go to USC.”
“What are you talking about?” Cold stabbed through my heart. I shoved the horrible rejection letter under my pillow. How did Hannah know already? Had she told Mom or Dad yet? I couldn’t bear the thought that everyone knew of my failure.
“So Jason goes to USC without you. Big deal. I thought you were holding out for Emery College anyway.”
“Jason? At USC?” I stumbled over my thoughts, trying to arrange them into some semblance of order or meaning. “And what do you know about Emery?”
She shrugged.
Pressing my lips together, I crossed the room in three short strides and shut the door. I pointed to the chair.
She wavered. “My polish?” She held out her hand with a small grin.
I slapped the bottle in her palm. “Now sit down and start talking.”
“There’s not much to say. Jason got his acceptance letter from USC today. Apparently there was some mention of a scholarship, too.” Hannah regarded her nails objectively, then brushed on another layer of pink.
“How do you know I didn’t get my acceptance letter today too?” I was proud that my voice held steady over the dangerous words.
“Because I got the mail.” Her voice softened a little and she suddenly looked younger than eleven.
I felt tears pool in my eyes and furiously blinked them away. It seemed like I was spending most of my time lately trying not to cry. “Do Mom and Dad know?”
Hannah shook her head. “Not until you tell them.”
“Thanks,” I croaked, the tears thick in my throat. “Thanks for not telling.”
She shrugged again, a sly smile flashing across her pixie-thin face. “I can keep a secret. I haven’t told them about the fact you applied to Emery College, or that you broke up with Jason on Valentine’s, or that you’re dating Dante from your drama class, have I?” She ticked the points on freshly painted nails.
My jaw dropped open. “How do you know about all that?”
Hannah looked at me with pity. “I may be eleven, Abby, but I’m not stupid.”



Chapter 14
I managed to avoid delivering a plate of celebration cookies to Jason that night. In fact, I managed to avoid Jason altogether for almost ten days. I tried valiantly to keep my life as normal as possible. School. Rehearsal. Homework. Repeat.
I should have known better. I should have known chaos would catch up with me eventually.
Jason caught up with me one night during rehearsal. Dave had been in a bad mood since the beginning of rehearsal when he announced he had a pounding migraine. I offered to take over, but Dave wouldn’t hear of it. Tomorrow was opening night; this would be our last full run-through. Dave micromanaged every detail, so thankfully all I had to do was sit halfway back in the auditorium and watch the play.
By the end of Act Two, I had flipped off the spare headset mike and tossed it onto the chair next to me. Doodling on the clipboard, I watched as Hero and Claudio fell in love. I scowled. They made it look so easy. Lately my relationships seemed more like Beatrice and Benedick: all spar and spat. I drew a lopsided heart and struck a jagged lightning bolt through it.
Lately, I’d been avoiding Valerie as studiously as I’d been avoiding Jason, but for different reasons. The guys from Zero Hour seemed to be everywhere. They had invited Valerie into their inner circle, and she spent all her time making out with V or laughing at one of Tony’s stories or listening rapturously to Zo’s latest lyrics. I saw her at the Dungeon a couple of times and I thought she looked different—older somehow. There seemed to be a sharper edge around her now. Groupie-Valerie hardly resembled friend-Valerie anymore. I missed hanging out with my friend, but it was clear she wasn’t missing me. Zero Hour had written some new songs, and she obviously preferred to stay with them during their practices rather than do anything else.
Poor Natalie spent her time shuttling between me and Valerie, trying to convince both of us that the other one wanted to make amends, neither one of us believing her. What made it worse was that I could tell Natalie really wanted to spend her time with Jason. It was proving hard to avoid him when he kept hanging around whenever Natalie was with me.
And then there was Dante. He was everywhere too—pouring me drinks at the Dungeon, writing me notes in history, walking me home after school—but unlike Zo and his friends, Dante had an unsettling habit of disappearing. It seemed like every couple of days he’d be late to school, or ask to cut our evening short. Sometimes he’d be gone for the whole day. Leo didn’t seem bothered by Dante’s unpredictable schedule, so I tried not to let it bother me either.
It bothered Dave, though. He didn’t say anything to Dante directly, but instead lectured the entire cast on the virtue of punctuality. It might have had more effect if Dave hadn’t been late to his own rehearsal that day.
“Hey, Abby.”
Jason sat down in the seat next to me. Panicked, I glanced up at the action on stage. We were deep into Act Four and there was plenty of time before Dave would call for a break. Jason had timed his ambush well.
“Hey.” Part of me didn’t know what to say to him, but another part of me wanted to tell him everything, just like the old days.
“Play looks good.”
“Thanks.” I turned my pen over in my fingers. “Leonato’s house looks great.”
“Thanks. Your boyfr—I mean Dante did a nice job on the railing.”
I nodded, noticing Jason’s verbal slip but choosing to let it slide for now. I wasn’t sure if Dante was my boyfriend just yet, though he was lobbying hard for the role.
“How have you been?”
I shrugged. “Busy. You know how it is.”
After a few moments of silence, Jason took the pen from my grasp, laying his strong hand over my fidgeting fingers. “I’m sorry for what happened. At the Valentine’s Dance.” He held my gaze. “I’ll be honest, that night is mostly a blur—actually, I don’t remember much of the next week, either—but I must have done something to make you mad at me. Whatever it was, I was hoping you’d forgive me and that we could go back to being friends.” He rubbed his fingers along the back of my hand. “I’ve missed being friends with you, Abby.”
I’d missed him too. This was the Jason I’d grown up with and been friends with for all those years. “Emotional hangover,” I murmured, remembering Dante’s strange conversation with Leo at the Dungeon. Whatever Zo had done seemed to have finally run its course. Maybe this was the signal that things had returned to normal.
I looked at Jason straight on for what felt like the first time in a long time. Shadows tangled in his golden curls, eclipsed his hazel eyes, softened the chiseled planes of his face and his jaw. I could see behind the man’s face to the boy I knew so well. Was I really willing to throw away all that shared past? Could I really shut Jason out of my heart, out of my life? Did I really plan to hold onto the anger and hurt from our breakup? Especially if he hadn’t really meant it? No, on all counts. I couldn’t stay mad at Jason. What’s more, I didn’t want to.
“I remember what happened,” I said gently. “I lost my boyfriend that night.” I covered his hand with mine. “But don’t worry, my best friend is still here.”
Jason’s golden smile appeared on his boyish face. “Hey, you know you’ll always be my best girl, Abby.” When I grimaced slightly, he continued, stretching his smile into a grin. “My best girl friend—as in ‘friend-who-is-a-girl.’”
I answered his grin with one of my own, my heart feeling lighter than it had in weeks. I slugged him on the shoulder. “Don’t you forget it.”
“Promise,” Jason said, crossing his heart with his index finger.
“You better not. I know it’ll be hard when all those beautiful USC coeds are throwing themselves at your feet.”
Now it was Jason’s turn to fidget with the pen. “About that—”
“Don’t tell me the girls are already fighting over you?”
Jason’s honey-colored skin turned cinnamon. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you myself. I really didn’t think I’d get in—the admission rate is crazy—”
My heart skipped a step.
“And then when the packet came in the mail and there was a scholarship, too . . .”
My heart fell down an entire flight of steps.
“I know we’d planned on going to State together, but I . . . I couldn’t say no.”
I scraped my tongue off the roof of my mouth and managed to string a couple of words together. “Of course not. You’d be a fool to pass up a scholarship to USC.”
Jason ran a hand through his curls. “Um, Abby?” He stared down at his fingernails. “Natalie got in too,” he blurted.
I felt the words fly right out of my head. I managed to hold onto one letter, though: “Oh.” It didn’t seem big enough to express everything I was feeling.
“She found out yesterday. She wanted to tell you, honest, but she didn’t want you to think she was rubbing it in. I mean, since you hadn’t heard back from a college yet and . . . and everything.”
“It’s okay.” I tried to keep my voice light. I still had a week before the all-important six-to-eight-week time frame was up for my Emery application. I hadn’t given up hope completely.
“I’m sure you’ll hear something soon. Hey, maybe you’ll get into USC too and then we can all still go to college together.”
“Yeah,” I croaked. “Maybe.”
For a while we watched the actors onstage circle each other, their bright costumes fluttering like butterfly wings. I concentrated on my breathing, my lungs feeling tight as a cocoon.
“Hey. You okay?” he asked.
I looked down at his hand covering mine, thinking hard about his question. Was I okay? Would I be okay watching my friends go off to USC without me? Would I be okay if Emery said no?
Even if Emery said no, I still believed in their motto, “Live without Limits.” Maybe that meant letting other people live their lives without the limits I placed on them. Nothing I could say or do would stop Jason and Natalie from going to USC. So instead of feeling left behind and abandoned, maybe I could be happy for them, for breaking beyond their own limits.
Slowly, I nodded. “Yes. Yes, I think I’m okay.” I smiled, and it didn’t feel fake or forced at all. “If you see Natalie before I do, tell her I’m happy for her. USC is lucky to have her.” I bumped his shoulder. “You too.”
Jason bumped me back. “Thanks. I know I need to start planning my class schedule, reserving a dorm room, moving—there’s so much to do—but the whole thing is a little overwhelming. I’m not sure it’s sunk in yet, you know?” He laughed a little. “How am I supposed to think about my future when I’m having a hard time thinking about a date for the Spring Fling, and that’s only in a couple of weeks?”
“You’re not asking me to the dance, are you?” I grinned. “Because we both know how our last dance turned out.”
I was surprised to see Jason blush a little. “No, actually, I’m thinking of asking Natalie.”
“Well, you don’t need my permission. I’m not your girlfriend, remember?” I teased.
“I know,” Jason said. “But you’re her friend too. What do you think she’d say if I asked her?”
My eyes found Dante onstage without any effort. I felt the pull of him from all the way across the auditorium. It was automatic, irresistible.
“I think she’d say yes. In a heartbeat.”
Jason brightened. He leaned back in his seat, a wide smile across his face. “Thanks. You’re a great friend; you know that, right?”
Silence fell between us as we watched the closing scene of the act. The best thing, though, was that, even though we’d talked about some hard things, it wasn’t a painful, awkward silence. It was the calm, contented silence of two people who know each other well enough to know that sometimes silence can say everything that needs to be said.
***
“Okay, everyone,” Dave said into the headset mike, “I’m starting to think we might just pull this off. See you all tomorrow. Don’t be late!” As the crew and cast dispersed into the wings to change and clean up, I caught a glimpse of Valerie cornering Amanda, her eyes flashing with anger, her hands balled into fists on her hips.
I rushed onstage, arriving in time to hear Valerie say, “I don’t care. You have to fix it.”
“I’m sorry,” Amanda said, “but there’s no time left—”
“And how is that my fault?” Valerie snapped.
Amanda blinked. “It’s not, but—”
“Then stop making excuses and fix it.”
“What’s the problem?” I asked.
Valerie turned on me and I had to force myself to resist retreating a step. I’d noticed some changes in her appearance over the past few weeks, but since we’d both been avoiding each other, I guess I hadn’t been prepared to see those changes up close.
Dark circles ringed her foggy, clouded eyes. Her hair hung straight and flat down her back, stripped of its usual bounce and curl. The stage lights cut harsh angles along her face, making her look older, harder, meaner.
“Amanda’s says I’m too fat to wear her blasted costume.”
“I didn’t say that,” Amanda stammered.
Valerie withered her with a look.
“It’s okay, Amanda,” I said, touching her arm.
She took the hint and ran with it as I had hoped. Literally. She was gone before the door finished swinging shut.
“What’s your problem, Valerie?” I demanded.
“Why is everything suddenly my problem?” she snapped. “Amanda must have done something to my costume because it doesn’t fit right anymore and she’s refusing to fix it. It’s like she wants me to look terrible on opening night. I bet she and all her stupid friends are looking forward to laughing at me when I have to waddle out on stage in this costume that’s too small for me. I bet—”
“Stop,” I said, holding up my hand. “Just . . . stop, okay? You’re not fat and Amanda didn’t do anything to your costume.”
Valerie flung her hair back over her shoulder, crossing her arms and tapping her long fingernails on her elbow. “I should have known you’d take her side. I thought we were friends, Abby. I guess I was wrong.” She shook her head. “And to think of the years I’ve wasted on you.”
I felt like I’d been punched in the stomach. Where was this venom coming from? Where had my best friend gone? Was she even still in there underneath all that paranoia and suspicion?
“You’ve changed,” I said, my voice steady and firm. “This isn’t you. I’ll talk to you later.” I turned to walk away, my hands shaking.
Valerie laughed harshly. “You think I’ve changed?” She grabbed my arm and spun me around. “Take a good look at yourself, Abby.”
“What do you mean? I haven’t changed.”
“That’s my point. You’re still meek little Abby, dutifully following the rules like a good girl. You’ve never had any drive or ambition or dreams. Honestly, Abby, what did we ever have in common? If I’ve changed, it’s simply because I’ve finally decided to reach out and take what’s mine instead of being like you—content to let life pass me by.”
I felt a wave of rage sweep up my legs, crashing hot and hard into my belly. “I have dreams,” I said, tasting the iron behind my words.
Valerie rolled her eyes. “What? College?” She spat out the word as though it was poison. “Let’s see, your ex-boyfriend gets into USC. Natalie gets into USC. Even I got into USC. But what about you, Abby? If you’re the perfect one, where’s your acceptance letter?”
I bit my lip. I hadn’t heard about Valerie’s acceptance. It didn’t matter, though. My newly found resolve to be happy for other people’s successes carried me through whatever awkwardness or pain I might have felt. “Congratulations,” I managed to force through my teeth. “I’m sure you’ll enjoy USC.”
She laughed. “Oh, I’m not going to USC. I’m not going to college at all. When Zero Hour is finished writing the new album, they’re heading back to New York and I’m going with them.”
“What? Are you crazy? Do you really think your parents will let you ditch college so you can be a groupie for some band?”
“Like I’m going to listen to my parents.”
“The Valerie I knew would have. The Valerie I knew wouldn’t be making such a stupid decision about her life.”
“Then I guess you’ve never really known me at all.” She swept past me, almost knocking me down.
As I watched her leave, a bitter lump lodged in my throat. What was going on? Jason seemed to have snapped out of whatever emotional trauma Zo had inflicted on the school; why hadn’t Valerie?
Because she is still seeing Zo every day,I realized as a white flash of certainty settled into my bones. Zo and Tony and V. This was their doing. Somehow they and their music had transformed the Valerie I knew into this Valerie I didn’t. This was their fault. They had to be stopped. I had to make them stop. But in my memory I could see Zo’s predatory eyes, his wicked, teasing grin, and I wondered if he could be stopped at all.
The hot stage lights burned like fire on my suddenly cold skin.
***
Dante was waiting for me at my car in the parking lot. He was leaning against the side of the door, his head tilted back, watching the stars twinkle into life in the twilight sky. I slowed my pace so I had time to appreciate the long lines of his body. Just seeing him standing there in his wool coat and leather gloves made me feel calmer. Dante had a knack for stillness. A quietness I appreciated. As crazy as my life got, I knew I could always count on Dante to be the eye in my storm.
And after my argument with Valerie, I needed some relief from the storm raging inside me.
“Ready?” Dante asked, reaching to open the door for me.
“Absolutely,” I sighed, grateful for his attention.
Dante looked in my face and then held his hand against the door, preventing me from getting into my car. “Tell me what’s wrong, Abby.” It wasn’t a question. It wasn’t even a demand. It was a tender invitation, and I broke down at the gentleness of his voice.
With tears streaming down my face I told him about what Valerie had said to Amanda and then to me and about my suspicions that Zo was somehow behind it—even though it sounded absurd when I said it out loud—and about my frustration over not getting into USC when all my friends had and about how afraid I was that I wasn’t going to get into Emery either and then what would I do? How could I live without limits if everywhere I turned I was faced with impossible obstacles?
Dante listened to the entire emotional eruption without a single word. He simply handed me a handkerchief from his coat pocket. He almost brushed back my hair, but at the last moment rested his arm on the roof of my car instead, close enough for comfort, but not quite close enough to touch me. He nodded in all the right places and waited until I had run out of words and breath. The tears were endless, though. Weeks of stress and worry had built up inside me. I hated crying in front of him, but once I’d started, I couldn’t seem to stop.
“It seems like you’re the only person I can talk to anymore.” I hiccupped through my tears. “My parents don’t know that Jason and I broke up or that I didn’t get into USC, so I can’t talk to them about anything. Jason and Natalie are dating and Valerie hates me.” I felt a fresh wave of tears rise up and bit my lip to keep from crying again.
“Valerie doesn’t hate you,” Dante finally said. “You are right to suspect Zo’s involvement in her . . . transformation.”
“Do you know what he’s done to her?”
Dante thinned his lips and looked away. “It’s complicated. Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it.” He shook his head slightly before turning back to me. “You should talk to your parents about Jason, about college. I’m sure they would help if they knew.”
“I know, Dante, I will.” I wiped at my eyes with his handkerchief, which was now streaked all over with my makeup. “Lousy, cheap, non-waterproof mascara,” I complained, attempting a laugh. “I must look a wreck.”
“I’ve seen you look better,” Dante said.
“Gee, thanks.” I covered my face with my hands.
“I thought you were brave enough to hear the truth,” Dante said, a note of amusement in his deep voice.
“And I thought you were smart enough to know when a girl wants to be lied to,” I retorted.
“In that case . . .” Dante pulled the handkerchief from my hands and used it to dab at my eyes. “You look beautiful. Molto bella.”
I saw the sincerity in his clear eyes and felt myself blush. How did he always manage to make me feel this way with just a look and some Italian? Maybe I was a hopeless romantic after all. Hannah would be so proud of me, I thought, amused.
“Here are the rules,” Dante announced, finally opening the car door for me. “The cheering-up-Abby rules. You drive where I tell you to and no questions allowed.”
“What? Where are we going?”
“No questions. Just drive.”
I slid into the front seat and Dante joined me, sitting in the passenger’s seat. I moved to toss my bag in the back when Dante plucked it from my hand. “First, call your parents. Tell them you’re with me and you’ll be home before curfew.” He paused. “When is your curfew?”
“I thought you said no questions.”
“Not from you.”
“Midnight, on the weekends.”
“Excellent.”
So I called home as instructed. Mom told me to have a good time and to check in with her after my date.
“It’s not a date, Mom,” I insisted. I covered the phone with my hand and whispered to Dante, “It isn’t, is it?”
Dante simply arched an eyebrow and smiled.
I felt the butterflies wake in my stomach and a grin tug at my lips. “Sorry, Mom,” I said, “it’s totally a date.” I flipped the phone shut and dropped it in my bag. “Now what?”
“So many questions. You’re not very good at following the rules, are you?”
“It’s cheering me up.”
“Then let’s not stop.”
I started the car. While the heater warmed up, Dante opened the glove compartment and pulled out my Preston Bus CD. He handed it to me and instructed me to play track one. I did as I was told. “Rosemary, That’s for Remembrance” bloomed from my speakers.
We pulled out of the parking lot and headed away from school, away from home, away from the stress. I didn’t know where we were going, and I didn’t want to know. I just wanted to enjoy the moment of uncertainty, of unpredictability, of possibility.
The chorus of the song kept us company as we drove off into the night:
Rosemary, that’s for remembrance
Pansies, that’s for thoughts
Fennel, columbine, and rue
Pray, love, remember—
And forget-me-not, forget-me-not, forget-me-not . . .
***
I felt like Cinderella. Almost. Only in this story, the pumpkin coach was just my rumbling old car and both the prince and the princess had to be home before midnight.
As I drove home alone through the dark, quiet streets, I couldn’t help but think that Dante had been true to his word. He had cheered me up—no question about it. First, he’d taken me to Helen’s Café for a late-night breakfast. Then, after a long conversation about nothing and everything, he had directed me to the Wise Old Owl bookstore, where we’d walked up and down the cramped and curving aisles talking about the books we’d read (mostly classics for Dante) and the books we wished we’d read (mostly classics for me). The small bookstore café offered hot chocolate with peppermint-flavored marshmallows, and Dante ordered us two. One with extra whipped cream for me.
The entire night passed in a blur of comfortable conversation and company. Before I knew it, the clock had chimed eleven, the bookstore was closing, and it was time to head for home. Sometimes, when I was with Dante, I felt like we had all the time in the world. Other times, it seemed like if I blinked, I would miss the whole evening. I tried hard not to blink all night.
Outside the Dungeon, I turned the car off and we sat for a minute in the dark, listening to the hissing and ticking as the car caught its breath.
“Thank you for a wonderful evening,” I said.
“Piacere mio,” Dante murmured. In the dim glow of the streetlight, I could see him studying my face. “Was it a good date?”
I rubbed my hands along the curve of the steering wheel, fidgeting but unable to stop. “So far.”
“I’m glad.” Dante unbuckled his seat belt and turned to face me. “I don’t know how you do it, Abby.”
“Do what?” I ran my fingers along the key chain dangling from the ignition.
“Keep your balance. I’ve watched you juggle school and rehearsal and your family. Jason. Natalie. Valerie.”
I frowned at the mention of her name.
“You make it look effortless.”
I barked a laugh. “Did you miss my meltdown a couple of hours ago? That was effortless. The rest . . .” I closed my eyes and leaned back against the headrest. “Sometimes it’s really, really hard.”
“Then you make it look like it’s worth it.”
I smiled slightly. “How does the saying go, ‘If it’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well’?”
“‘Screw your courage to the sticking place, and we’ll not fail,’” Dante quoted back to me.
“Macbeth,” I identified. “You’ve been studying.” I opened my eyes and turned to look at Dante.
The light brushed star fire along his profile; I could see the slope of his nose, the shape of his lips. The air in the car felt heavy and warm. I swallowed. I wondered if he would kiss me, if his lips would match mine.
“Abby.” Dante’s voice was a breath in the shadows. “Abby, I—”
I could smell the musky-sweet scent of his coat as he moved closer to me. I could hear his body shifting inside his clothes, the creak of leather as he adjusted his gloves. I wondered if he was finally taking them off, if he would finally touch my skin with the bare palm of his hand. He was so careful not to touch me that on those rare occasions when he did, I’d feel it on my skin for hours afterwards. I felt the hairs on my arms lift in anticipation.
Dante leaned over, drawing close enough that our coats almost touched. I could feel his breath on the curve of my neck. “I’m glad I could make you happy,” he whispered into the shell of my ear.
“Me too,” I whispered back. I knew if I turned my head, I’d be close enough to kiss him. The space between us felt alive, charged with promises. If I moved, would he kiss me? Would he let me kiss him?
I would never know.
A heartbeat later, Dante had pulled away, returning to his seat, gathering up the bag of books he’d purchased at the Wise Old Owl. It was hard to see in the dim light, but I thought his hands were trembling slightly.
He paused before opening the door, looking back at me over his shoulder. “Good night, Abby,” he said, though I was sure he had wanted to say something else.
“Night, Dante.”
He closed the car door and I immediately exhaled a long-held breath. My heart beat swiftly in my chest, pulsing in my wrists. I could taste a mix of frustration and excitement in the back of my throat. He’d been so close. Why hadn’t he kissed me? Why hadn’t I kissed him?
The clock on the dashboard ticked closer to midnight. I thought about the last time I’d been in a car with a boy and the wish of a kiss at midnight. I experienced a strange sense of déjà vu as I compared that night in January with Jason to the moments I had just spent with Dante. The circumstances were eerily similar—a cold evening, a warm car, the air thick with nerves and barely checked emotions. But this time I hadn’t been frustrated at being kissed and not wanting it, but by wanting the kiss—and not getting one. This time I could feel the fireworks sizzling inside me, and I couldn’t wait for Dante’s kiss to set them free.
I watched as he walked toward the Dungeon, the last stragglers from whatever live show had played earlier passing him in the dark. I swallowed hard at the sight of his measured pace. He moved gracefully, as if he had all the time in the world to get where he was going.
I felt younger than seventeen. Warm and young and full of life.
I felt like flying.
***
My house was quiet as I unlocked the door. I checked in with my parents; I had to wake them up to let them know I was home. It was nice to have parents who trusted me enough that they felt comfortable falling asleep instead of waiting up for me to come home.
I peeked in on Hannah as I passed her room. Curled up on her side with her hands folded under her cheek, she looked like an angel. I shook my head. If only she were an angel when she was awake, too!
Closing my bedroom door behind me, I changed into my pajamas and brushed my hair out. I could still feel Dante’s nearness and the almost-kiss we’d almost shared. I was too keyed up to sleep so I turned on my computer to check my e-mail.
The ding of new mail in my inbox sounded loud in the sleeping house. I quickly turned the speakers off. As I scanned down the list of incoming messages, my eyes found one from Admin@EmeryCollege.edu. Subject line: Application for A. B. Edmunds. Suddenly the hum of the computer was the loudest sound in my room. I think I stopped breathing.
I clicked on the message. Please, please, please . . .
The e-mail opened and I read it in less than a second. There wasn’t much to read. But this time, the short letter wasn’t bad news.
Dear Ms. Abigail B. Edmunds,
Yes.
Please contact me to discuss scholarship opportunities.
Sincerely,
 Mr. Wilson Cooke
 Admissions
 www.EmeryCollege.edu/Orientation/FreshmanClass.htm
I clicked on the link, unable to believe what I was seeing. Images and information filled screen after screen. Class schedules. Maps of the campus. Dorm room layouts. Calendars of events. Everything I wanted. My future unfurled before me like a banner, freeing me from who I had been, leading the way into who I would become.
I wanted to get up and dance. I wanted to wake up my parents—even Hannah—and shout the news from the rooftop. I wanted to call Dante and tell him. I even picked up the phone before I happened to glance at the clock. It was after one in the morning. Where had the time gone?
I hung up the phone, savoring the future moment when I could tell him in person.
As I lay in bed that night, watching the moon drift through the sky, I thought about midnight kisses and wishes. I thought about fireworks and friends. I thought about how short a journey it was between feeling like crying . . . and feeling like flying.



Chapter 15
How many more posters do we have?” Natalie asked, scraping her hair back into a rough ponytail. “It feels like we’ve hung up a hundred.”
“A hundred and five,” I reported, stapling the last corner to the store’s bulletin board and standing back to check my work.
Four months ago, Dave had designed posters advertising Much Ado about Nothing. Three months ago, they had arrived in large boxes that he’d stacked in the drama room. Two months ago, he’d started hanging them up around town, despite my warnings that it was too soon and that they would just be taken down in a month’s time. I’d been right, and when Dave had discovered the disaster, he’d ordered the entire drama class to spend an entire Saturday morning rehanging the posters.
“Don’t worry, Nat, we only have a dozen or so left.”
“Good, my fingers are killing me.” Natalie shook her hands out, rubbing her palms on her jeans. “Tell me again why we’re hanging up posters instead of celebrating your good news about Emery? Shouldn’t these posters have been up weeks ago? I mean, why bother advertising a play the day it opens?”
“Because Dave’s an idiot,” Jason said, shifting the remaining posters from one hand to the next.
“Because Dave’s not very organized,” I corrected. “And because it’s my job. At least you guys will be off the hook soon.” I grabbed a poster from Jason’s stack. “I still have to help stage the play tonight.”
“That’s what you get for being the assistant director,” Jason said, grinning. “All I had to do was build the sets. No worries. No stress. Nothing to do opening night but sit back and relax.”
“Yeah, don’t remind me. I am so not looking forward to dealing with Dave tonight. He’ll be so wired and stressed, I just know it’s going to rub off on me.” I shook my head.
“So about this celebration . . .” Natalie hinted. “We really should be doing something wonderful for you, Abby. It’s not every day you find out your dreams are coming true.”
“I still have to call about the scholarship thing,” I said, but Natalie waved away my words.
“Yeah, but you’re in. They said yes. That counts.”
A secret thrill ran through me. They had said yes. To me. I had managed to wait all the way until six in the morning before I couldn’t stand it anymore and had to wake up my parents with my good news.
Mom’s happy scream woke up Hannah, and Dad managed to placate her Saturday-morning grouchiness with the promise of breakfast at Helen’s Café to celebrate my acceptance to Emery.
I’d called the Dungeon on our way there, but no one had answered. When I’d called after breakfast, Leo had picked up. No, Dante wasn’t there just now. No, he wasn’t sure when he would be back. Yes, it would be before the curtain rose for the play tonight.
Leo gave me the same speech all day, every time I called. I couldn’t help it, though, I was filled with nervous energy and desperate to tell Dante my good news. I couldn’t understand why he had disappeared today of all days, or why Leo wouldn’t tell me where Dante had gone.
“Done,” Jason said, jamming the stapler into his back pocket. “It’s almost two. That should be enough time to have lunch before Abby has to be to the school for the play.”
“It’s almost two?” I grabbed Jason’s wrist, twisting it to look at his watch. “I was supposed to be at the school a half hour ago. Dave is probably flipping out.”
“I thought you didn’t have to be there until four.” Jason extracted his arm from my grip.
I shook my head. “The cast doesn’t have to be there until four. I have to be there early.” I groaned. “Dave’s going to kill me.”
“But what about lunch?” Natalie frowned. “What about our party?”
I shrugged, grabbing my bag and digging for my keys. “I’m sorry, Nat. You guys go without me. We’ll do something after the play, okay?”
“Break a leg!” Jason called out after me as I ran through the parking lot toward my car.
I pulled into traffic in a move worthy of Valerie at her wildest and sped down the street. If I didn’t get to the school soon, I feared Dave would break more than just my leg.
***
Thankfully, Dave had bitten only three of his nails to the quick and I’d arrived before he could start on the fourth. Amanda was already there, sewing kit in hand, hemming the last of the masquerade costumes.
The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur, but the closer the clock inched toward four, the more hectic things became. There was a tense moment when Valerie arrived with V in tow to pick up her costume from Amanda.
I wanted to say something, but my mouth was dry, so I just tried to smile as she swept past me, knocking my shoulder with hers.
“She’ll come around,” Amanda said to me, a dark red velvet dress draped over her arm. “It’s just the stress of the play that’s making her crazy.”
“I hope so,” I said. But as I watched V wrap his arms around Valerie, kissing her by the backstage door, I had my doubts.
“Here.” Amanda nudged my arm. “Dave wanted me to give this to you. I hope it fits.”
I looked down as Amanda held out the red dress to me. “What’s this for?”
She shrugged. “Dave says everyone has to be in costume for the play.”
“But I’ll be backstage. No one will even see me.”
“Hey, if you want to tell Dave, be my guest.” She pointed across the room to where Dave had collapsed in a heap, a dark cloth pressed across his eyes in classic migraine misery.
“Oh. Right.” I held up the dress. The square neckline was low but not too low and a delicate lace hem peaked out from beneath the edge of the full velvet skirt. The bodice of the dress was made entirely of woven silver-white ribbons crisscrossing each other in tight, overlapping layers like the feathers on a bird’s wing. It must have taken Amanda hours, but the effect was stunning. I felt like I was holding folded angel wings in my hands. “It’s beautiful. Thank you.”
She smiled at the compliment. “Let me know if it doesn’t fit. There’s still a little time to make some adjustments before six.”
Adjustments weren’t necessary, though. The dress fit perfectly. Anticipating my unique duties as assistant director, Amanda had sewn a dress that I could move in easily without tripping over the skirt’s hem. She’d even cunningly hidden a small pocket that was the perfect size for stowing the battery pack of my microphone.
As I pinned up my hair, donned my headset, and switched on the battery, I took a deep breath and squared my shoulders. This was it. All our long months of practice came down to this. Opening night. A thousand things could still go wrong—probably would go wrong—but we had done the best we could.
I surveyed the backstage chaos, mentally noting who was here and who was missing.
Lily and Ethan (Hero and Claudio—check) were chatting by the curtain. Valerie (Ursula—check) stood sullenly next to Jill (Margaret—check), who was already in character, tending to Cassie’s needs. (Beatrice—check.) Don Pedro, Don John, Benedick—check, check, check. Groups of messengers, watchmen, and attendants milled around backstage, burning off extra nervous energy before the curtain rose.
One person was noticeably missing, however—Dante. I scanned the crowd a second time, keenly aware of the absence of his tall, lean frame, his dark hair, his glittering snowfall-shaded eyes. A faint note of panic sounded inside me. Where was he? Where had he been all day? Had he somehow forgotten?
Dave appeared at my side, checked his watch, and then called for the cast to assemble one last time.
“Okay.” He drew in a deep breath, looking intently at each person in turn. “Don’t screw this up.” We all waited for him to say something more, but he simply turned away, grabbing my elbow and walking me to the stage door.
“Great pep talk,” I muttered. Dave’s uninspiring pre-performance speeches were legendary in the drama department, but this one was beyond belief.
“Thanks,” he said absently. “Are the props set for the first scene? Have you checked on Benedick? He was looking a little sick this afternoon. What about Beatrice’s mask for the ball? Did Amanda finish it? Is Amanda even here? I haven’t seen her—”
“Yes. Yes. It’s fine. Yes, she did. Yes, she’s here.” I answered his questions almost as fast as he asked them.
“Oh, good,” Dave sighed. “I’ll need you to manage stage right tonight. I’ll take care of stage left. That’s where most of the entrances and exits are and I want to be there in case someone misses a cue.”
I nodded my understanding. I could hear a low, scratchy hum in the earpiece of my headset. I jiggled the battery and the static went away. I hoped it would stay away. If Dave was going to stay stage left, then the headset would be his only means of communicating with me while the play was running. I couldn’t afford to spend tonight with a broken headset.
“I’m counting on you,” Dave said.
“I can do it,” I said.
He put his headset on and walked quickly into the shadows of stage left.
I resumed my place in the wings, where I could see the action onstage as well as behind the curtain. With the bright stage lights shining down, all I could see was a large, faceless mass of people filling the auditorium. Excited butterflies filled my stomach. It looked like a sold-out crowd.
“Places, please.” I heard Dave’s low voice in my headset. I repeated his words to the cluster of actors who surrounded me. They scattered in a rustle of fabric and footsteps.
I flipped open my script to Act One, Scene One, and watched as Leonato, Hero, and Beatrice took their places around Leonato’s house. Scott the Messenger stood next to me, the all-important letter gripped tightly in his hand. A handful of extras stood on the porch, filling in the stage with their presence. Dante’s spot by the banister remained empty. I felt my excitement for the evening drop a little. He hadn’t come. Even though no one in the audience would notice his absence, I had, and I knew the play wouldn’t be the same without him.
“Everyone ready?” I could see Dave’s mouth move and I heard his voice in my ear. I took a quick survey around me. Everything looked good to me. I nodded to Dave from across the stage. “Then let’s go,” he said.
I gestured to Richard to open the curtain.
Grinning, he pulled on the cord, drawing the curtains open in one smooth motion.
The audience quieted as Scott strode on stage—a little fast, but not too bad—and handed the letter to Leonato.
I practically mouthed the words with the actor: “I learn in this letter that Don Pedro of Arragon comes this night to Messina.”
I breathed a silent sigh. We were off. For better or worse, the play was under way.
Glancing over my shoulder, I checked to make sure everyone was in place for their next entrance. Don Pedro and Don John straightened under my gaze, tugging at their jackets. I could see Claudio silently practicing his opening lines. Benedick stood next to him, nervous and twitching. He looked horrible. The dim light backstage turned his skin a waxy yellow-green. Even at a distance, I could see the sweat pouring off him.
Frowning, I gathered up my skirt and had taken exactly one step toward him when Benedick vomited all over the stage floor.
Claudio and the Dons managed to scramble away, thankfully avoiding the worst of the mess. The rest of the cast gave Benedick a wide berth, edging away, rustling and whispering.
I grabbed my headset and hissed, “Dave! Help! Benedick’s sick and—” The only answer I heard was the heavy weight of silence that pressed on my ear. Numbly I looked down at my battery. The bright red eye of life had dimmed and faded to black.
Cold fear clutched at my spine, paralyzing me for a moment. A snatch of dialogue reached me from onstage—“How much better it is to weep at joy than to joy at weeping!”—and I groaned. We were almost to Benedick’s cue. But he wasn’t going onstage anytime soon. He’d collapsed into a ball on the floor.
My paralysis snapped and I ran to his side. Ruth was there with a glass of cold water and Amanda was cleaning up the mess with some of her fabric scraps. Claudio tried to help as best he could without ruining his costume.
“Thanks, guys,” I whispered, kneeling down and stripping off my headset. I glanced up at the horrified faces that ringed us. “Sherri,” I barked. “Run stage left and get Dave.” She vanished before I’d finished. I leaned over Benedick. “Isaac? Can you hear me?” I touched his arm, feeling the fiery touch of fever under his skin.
“Don’t feel good,” he slurred. “’Msorry, Abby.”
“It’s okay.” I risked a glance at the action onstage. The Dons were gathered in the wings, waiting for their cue.
“What are we going to do?” Claudio hissed. “We need him for the scene. He has, like, half the lines—”
“I know.” I cut him off with a gesture. “Let me think.” But that was easier said than done. Isaac was in no shape to perform tonight, that was a given. I bit my lip, wondering if I dared order someone to step in as Isaac’s unofficial understudy. The problem was that, while we all knew some of each other’s lines, no one but Isaac knew the entire part.
“Abby—” Claudio tugged at his jacket. “We gotta go on.”
“Then go!” I waved him to join the other actors, poised in the wings. “I—” But I didn’t have a clue as to what to say next. Maybe Dave would know what to do. But Sherri hadn’t returned with him, and even if he had been here instead of me, the harsh truth was that we were out of time. Maybe . . .
A pair of polished black boots stopped in front of me. My eyes darted up to meet Dante’s clear gray eyes. Dressed in his costume—black pants and a tight white shirt—he took in the situation with one glance and then a small smile crossed his lips.
I heard Scott announce the cue: “Don Pedro is approached.” My heart beat triple-time and my mind raced, trying to think of a way out of the problem. Time spun out in painfully slow ripples. It seemed like the agony would never end.
“I would apologize for being late,” Dante said, “but it appears I have arrived just in time.”
My mouth dropped open as Dante strode past me and the rest of the silent cast, directly into the bright lights.
Don Pedro and his company looked to me for instructions. Should they go on? Should they stay backstage?
“Go! Go!” I hissed, waving them onstage in Dante’s wake.
Don Pedro nodded and darted from the wings, smoothly overtaking Dante so that he was the first to reach Leonato and deliver his line: “Good Signior Leonato, you are come to meet your trouble.”
Dave silently skidded around the curtains, arriving breathless at my side. “Abby, what happened? What’s wrong?”
“Isaac’s sick and Dante’s onstage in his place,” I said in one breath, gathering up my skirts and stepping past Dave to the edge of the curtain, almost unable to believe what I was seeing. Dave followed, speechless.
Dante assumed Benedick’s place in the action seamlessly, as though he had been rehearsing it every single day. Leonato and Beatrice kept glancing at him, thrown off balance by the sudden change in the casting. Dante, though, was relaxed and confident, with a smile bordering on arrogance. It was perfect for Benedick’s role. I dared a sigh of relief; maybe we were going to make it after all.
“Abby!” Ruth hissed from behind me. “No microphone!”
The sigh caught in my throat. My gaze jumped to Dante’s ear—no mike—and then to the small of his back—no battery pack. Claudio hadn’t been lying—Benedick had the most lines in this scene. If the audience couldn’t hear him, we were sunk until near the end of the act. Ruth pushed Isaac’s mike pack into my trembling hands and padded away to take her place for her cue.
I watched in silent desperation as Don Pedro gestured to Beatrice, “I think this is your daughter.”
Leonato smiled and inclined his head, “Her mother hath many times told me so.”
I held my breath, a wordless prayer frozen on my tongue.
“Were you in doubt, sir, that you asked her?” Dante’s voice rang out clear and strong through the auditorium.
I gasped in relief. Dizzy stars filled my vision, sparkling and vivid. I leaned against the backstage wall, gulping in air until the stars disappeared.
Amanda slipped up next to me, offering a glass of cold water and my headset, which was alive again with a fresh battery. “Are you okay?”
I nodded. “So far.” I downed the water in two large swallows. “How’s Isaac?”
“Okay. We moved him to the drama room.”
“Thanks,” I said, slipping my headset on again. “Maybe you should have been assistant director.”
“I should go tell his parents,” Dave stammered, obviously torn between needing to see to Isaac and wanting to see Dante’s unexpected performance. Responsibility won out, and he slipped out the backstage door.
Returning my attention to the action onstage, I watched in amazement as Dante’s Benedick traded verbal barbs with Cassie’s Beatrice. To Cassie’s credit, she played off Dante as easily as she had Isaac. The audience laughed in all the right places, and I started to breathe easier. Somehow we’d managed a complete switch of the main character of the play midscene and no one in the audience seemed to even suspect.
When Dante exited the stage near the end of Scene One, I grabbed his sleeve as soon as I could. I could feel the heat of the stage lights on his clothes and the deeper heat of his body beneath. He fairly crackled with energy.
“I hope you don’t mind my stepping in for Isaac.” He brushed his hair away from his sweaty forehead. A wild and slightly reckless look burned in his eyes.
“No . . . How . . . ?” I stumbled over my words, my thoughts scattered by his intense gaze. I swallowed and tried again. “When did you learn Benedick’s part?”
Dante’s smile sparkled in the shadows. “I’ve been studying.”
I couldn’t help but return his smile. “It shows.”
“I guess I’ll finish the role for Isaac, then?”
“You’re the only one who can,” I said. “Check in with Dave in case he has any instructions for you. Then check with Amanda to see if his costumes will fit you. Quick—you’ll be on again before you know it.”
Dante raised an eyebrow. “Not until Act Two. I’ve got plenty of time.”
“Not that much. Just go already!” I laughed as Dante sauntered away.
Weeks of rehearsal kicked in and the play ran practically on autopilot. Scene flowed into scene and act flowed into act, seamlessly, effortlessly, beautifully. The lights flooding the stage felt dizzying, intoxicating. The energy rose with each scene that passed.
And Dante . . .
Dante commanded the stage whenever he stepped in front of the lights. I could feel the charge in the audience, the almost imperceptible snap of attention from the crowd as Dante delivered his lines. He had declined the use of a microphone, and after his opening performance I hadn’t argued his decision. His voice filled the stage, reaching to the edges of the auditorium. His Italian accent was audible but somehow never interfered with his lines. If anything, it was the last little detail that made us all believe that he was Benedick, courting the prickly Beatrice with his quick wit and pointed comments.
And instead of overshadowing the other actors, his performance seemed to elevate everyone else. No one missed a cue, no one missed a mark, no one missed a line.
Finally it was time for the masquerade scene at the end of the play. I could hear an audible gasp from the audience when the lights came up on Amanda’s meticulously sewn costumes. They glittered like jewels spun with gold, like butterflies’ wings fluttering on a summer’s breeze, like prisms split into rainbows. The actors danced and glided through the scene: Hero and Claudio, finally unmasked, proclaimed their love; Benedick and Beatrice were tamed at last by each other’s words.
As with any good Shakespeare comedy, the script called for a kiss to end the play. As the scene marched toward the inevitable moment, I couldn’t help but smile at the memory of my first rehearsal when I’d been in charge. It had been the day of my disastrous first kiss, and the day I’d first met Dante.
From my viewpoint in the wings, I could see Dante’s face clearly as the revelers were unmasked, as Benedick’s feelings were unfolded in a tattered note to Beatrice. Through the entire play, Dante had seemed so confident, so at ease, but now, at this moment of emotional vulnerability—at the crucial moment of the kiss—I saw the hesitation tighten his face, the fear frost the rims of his eyes. His fingers curled against his dark gloves.
The tension in Dante’s voice was clear to me, though I hoped no one else heard the awkwardness of his delivery: “A miracle! Here’s our own hands against our hearts. Come, I will have thee; but, by this light, I take thee for pity.”
As the audience laughed, Cassie swished her skirts flirtatiously. “I would not deny you; but, by this good day, I yield upon great persuasion; and partly to save your life, for I was told you were in a consumption.” Cassie leaned in toward Dante, obviously anticipating the kiss written into the script.
Dante’s gaze flicked past Cassie’s shoulder to meet my eyes directly. I felt a tingle speed down my spine, and time seemed suspended between us, a tenuous, trembling moment that bound the two of us with an unseen, unbreakable connection.
I knew in that moment that I didn’t want to watch Dante kiss Cassie, even in a play. But I also knew Benedick had to kiss Beatrice—the play couldn’t end without their kiss—so I swallowed the “Don’t” that threatened to escape my lips, feeling it lodge in my throat, jagged and rough.
Time skipped over my skin like a falling leaf. I saw every moment pass by with crystal clarity.
Dante inhaled, uncurling his long fingers. He turned his head ever so slightly toward the audience, his lips curving upward in order to include the crowd in his plan. But it was a stage smile because I never saw it touch his frosted eyes. As his smile grew into a full-fledged grin, Dante reached up to grasp Beatrice’s feathered mask, which she had pushed up to her forehead.
I couldn’t see Cassie’s face, but in the drawn-out moment of time, I saw her almost take a step back and knew she was trying to cover her confusion at Dante’s unscripted action.
“Peace,” Dante said, lifting the mask and twisting it around Cassie’s head. “I will stop your mouth.” But he didn’t stop it with a kiss like he was supposed to. The scarf that had secured Cassie’s mask now covered her lips, effectively silencing her. She raised a hand, unsure whether to strip the scarf from her face or to slap Dante for his radical departure from the script. Dante caught her hand, bowed low, and pressed his lips to the cuff of her sleeve.
The audience erupted with laughter, cheering and clapping.
Don Pedro was the first to recover, stumbling over his last line, “How dost thou, Benedick, the married man?”
As Dante finished his final speech, I felt time lose its strange elasticity and return to normal. My heart felt like I’d run a race.
Dante held tight to Cassie’s hand and they danced along with the rest of the cast as the play came to a close. Even though I knew the steps were choreographed down to the inch, he managed to make them look natural, spontaneous. When Richard pulled the curtain closed, Sarah hit the final chords of the lively reel with her usual flair.
Backstage, Cassie yanked her hand away from Dante’s grip and pulled the mask from her face. “Don’t you ever do that again!” she hissed, turning her back on him.
The applause was deafening. Dave barely gave the cast time to assume their places for the curtain call before Richard pulled them open again. Impossibly, the applause seemed to increase in volume. One after another, the cast stepped forward to take their bows until only the two couples were left. Lily and Ethan smiled and waved to the crowd. Cassie curtseyed low, trailing her feathered mask from her hand. When Dante stepped forward to take his bow, the audience surged to its feet, cheering and whistling. The noise crashed over the stage like a wave.
Dante didn’t seem to hear any of it. He bowed a second time and then, without a backward glance at the rest of the cast, walked offstage.
Richard quickly yanked the curtains closed for the final time. The cast held their emotions in check for all of one second before they too erupted in clapping and cheering. It had been our best performance ever and everyone knew it. I pulled off my headset and joined in the celebration, laughing with relief.
Dante closed his hand around my elbow.
“You were incredible,” I said. “The audience loved you.”
He never broke stride, and, ignoring the rest of the swarming cast, pulled me along with him through the stage doors.
“Hey, Abby, great show!” Jason called from down the hallway where the audience was pouring out of the auditorium.
“Thanks!” I waved.
He and Natalie moved to intercept us, but Dante deftly sidestepped the crowd, maneuvering me toward the outside doors.
Laughing, I called back over my shoulder, “Guess we’re going this way. We’ll talk at the party later, okay?” I stumbled a step or two in my dress as I tried to keep up with Dante’s long legs. “Slow down a little, would ya?”
He did, but only until we had cleared the crowds in front of the school. Once we hit the parking lot, he quickened his step as though he couldn’t wait to leave the building and the crowds behind.
“What’s your rush?” I panted, still breathless with adrenaline. “Don’t you want to bask in the adoration of your fans?”
“No.”
I noted the tightness of his mouth, the tension between his shoulders, and thought better of asking any more questions.
When we reached my car, he flipped down my visor, catching my spare key in his fist. He held it out to me. “Drive.”
I turned the key in the ignition. “A bunch of the cast is heading over to the Dungeon—”
A shudder ran through Dante’s body. He wouldn’t look at me, turning instead to rest his forehead against the window. “Anywhere but there.”
“Okay,” I murmured. My adrenaline high from the play drained away, replaced with a chill brittleness that filled the space between us.
I drove aimlessly through the town, circling familiar streets, slowly making my way farther and farther away from the heart of the city. At one point I flipped on the CD player, eager for a little music to break the silence in the car, but Dante stopped it before the first notes sounded.
Dante didn’t want to talk, either. He sat rigid in the passenger’s seat, his eyes locked straight ahead. In his hands he held his mask from the play. Amanda had gone all out for the leads, and Benedick’s mask was a shimmering silver-green marvel with gray goose feathers arching above the dark and empty eyes.
I watched from the corner of my eye as he methodically stripped the feathers from the frame, then the gray fibers from the quills. When he started on the green metallic sequins rimming the bottom edge, I knew where I should take him.
I flipped a U-turn at the next light and made a beeline for Phillips Park.
We pulled into the deserted park and I turned off the car. We sat for a few minutes in the dark, listening to each other breathe.
“I like to come here when I need to get away from it all,” I said, unbuckling my seat belt. “Sometimes I sit on the swings. Or go to the playground. Sometimes I just sit on the grass and look up at the stars.” My voice trailed off, and for the first time all night I didn’t mind the silence that filled the car.
Dante looked down at the ruined mask in his hands, seemingly surprised at what he’d done without thinking. He closed his long fingers around the now-blank mask, crushing the edges in his hands. His own face was blank, drawn and pale in the shadows.
I heard his breath catch as he murmured something in Italian. I thought it might have been “I’m sorry.” I leaned closer to hear his next words.
“I’m not who you think I am, Abby,” he said in English.
I almost smiled. It was the kind of melodramatic line people said in bad made-for-TV movies, but then I saw his eyes, bleak and distant, and I knew he was telling the truth.
“I thought you were Dante Alexander, foreign-exchange student visiting from Italy.”
He shook his head slowly, sadly. “Not exactly.”
A touch of fear brushed through me. “Then who are you?”



Chapter 16
Dante flung open the car door and stumbled outside into the night. Starlight bathed his body. Shadows layered his dark hair. His shoulders rounded under some unspeakable weight. His hands were bunched into tight fists at his side.
I gathered up my heavy skirts and opened my door. Circling the car, I approached him slowly, cautiously, like he was some kind of wild animal.
“Dante?”
He leaned against the car, tipping his head back, his beautiful gray eyes closed against the brightly burning stars.
“Tonight was a revelation, Abby,” he said, his voice ragged with strain. “Being onstage . . .” He shook his head and ran his hands through his hair. “Being onstage tonight was a revelation. It’s easy to be someone else. It’s easy to pretend. To say the lines someone has scripted for you. It’s harder to be yourself. It’s harder to speak from the heart. Harder to speak the truth.” He drew in a shuddering breath. “And the truth will be harder yet to hear. But I’m tired of pretending, Abby.”
My heart broke at how jagged my name sounded in his mouth. “Dante—”
He moved to me then, suddenly and without warning. His hands slid up my bare arms, curled around my shoulders, came to rest at the base of my neck. His body was close enough to mine that I could feel his heart beating swiftly in his chest. His eyes searched my face. “I’m tired of pretending to be someone else, Abby. I’m tired of no one knowing the truth.”
The gentlest of pressure from his hands—and he tilted my face to his—
“I’m tired of you not knowing the truth.”
His lips came down on mine, soft as the starlight, hot as the sun.
He tasted like cinnamon—both bitter and sweet. He trembled like a flickering candle flame in my arms, his skin hot and sweaty under my fingers. Warmth filled my blood, my heart, my mind. A wild rushing sounded in my ears, like wind in the trees, like water falling into foam, like a note quivering on the edge of sound. It was the kiss I had dreamed of. A kiss that opened inside me like a flower, blooming into sweet life. A kiss that carried inside it all the words and emotions that could never be voiced.
Dante cradled my head in his hands and drifted kisses along my jaw, down my neck. “Abby,” he breathed into my skin, his hands unfastening the pins holding my hair in place. “I’ve been waiting to do this since the moment I first saw you.”
“Why didn’t you?” I asked, my own voice unsteady. Valerie had been right; it was impossible to breathe in a corset. I felt his fingers combing through my curls as they tumbled free. I ran my hands along the smooth muscles of his back.
“I didn’t want to hurt you,” he said.
“Trust me,” I breathed out in a smile. “This doesn’t hurt.”
Dante pulled back, his face serious, his gray eyes dark with some unnamed emotion. “That’s because I’m being very careful.” He slipped his hands from my hair and rested them on my shoulders. “I’m as dangerous as Zo in my own way. Maybe, to you, even more dangerous than to anyone else.”
“What are you talking about? You’re nothing like Zo.”
He brushed his thumb along the curve of my neck, across my collarbone, to the hollow of my throat. “Oh, no, Abby,” he murmured sadly. “I’m exactly like Zo.”
Dante dropped his hands from my neck. He unbuttoned the cuffs of his sleeves and folded up the fabric with three sharp, precise motions. Then he stripped his gloves from his hands, letting them fall to the ground like empty husks.
There on the backs of his wrists twined two heavy black chains branded on his skin. And on the inside of his wrists, two circles with arrows pointing at nothing and the letters: MDI. MMIX.
Cold fear leached the heat from my body. I brushed a finger along one of the chains around his wrist. I narrowed my eyes. “What is this?” My voice sounded harsher than I intended it to. “When did you become such a big fan of Zo’s band? Was it before or after he stabbed you—?” The words stuck in my throat.
“No, you don’t understand. I’ve had these a long time. . . . This was done to me long before . . .” Dante groaned and pulled his hands out of my grasp. “I’m not explaining this very well. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”
“Then explain it to me. Is this why you always wear those gloves? So people won’t see these marks?”
He nodded.
“So what do they mean?”
Dante hesitated. “Do you remember what I told you that night at the dance? When you bandaged me up?”
I nodded cautiously. How could I forget that night?
Dante seemed to be waiting for me to say something.
I didn’t want to say it. I didn’t want it to be true. It couldn’t be true. “You told me it was your birthday,” I hedged.
“And?”
Dante was right. Speaking the truth was hard. I found I couldn’t do it. I bit my lip and looked down.
“And I said I was born in 1484. Five hundred and twenty-five years ago,” he said in a low voice. A ring of white-frost ice edged his gray eyes.
“How . . . ?” I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”
Dante unclasped his masquerade cloak from his throat and spread the gray-green cloth on a nearby patch of prickly winter grass. “Don’t tell Amanda,” he said with a crooked smile. “She’ll kill me.” He sank to his knees and gestured for me to join him.
I didn’t know what to do. What was he talking about? Five hundred and twenty-five years old? It hadn’t been possible the first time he’d said it; it wasn’t any more possible now. Only this time I was sure I hadn’t misheard him.
He looked up at me. “I promise I’m telling you the truth.”
I bit my lip, then sat beside him, spreading my skirts over my knees. “I’m listening.”
Dante chafed at the chains around his wrists. “I was born Dante di Alessandro Casella in the year 1484 in a small village outside of Florence, Italy. I was the second, and youngest, child of Alessandro and Caterina. My older brother, Orlando, had gone to war. I had wanted to go with him. But I was too young. And I had different talents.”
I remained quiet, uneasy but intrigued.
“I was apprenticed to Leonardo da Vinci as one of his scribes and messengers.”
My eyes opened wide. “The Leonardo da Vinci?”
“Yes,” Dante said. “The famous da Vinci. He was famous even in my time. It was an incredible honor to work for him. Those were amazing days, living and working with the Master. Days I’ll never forget.”
He fell silent, his eyes wistful and distant.
“But . . . ?” I prompted. “In stories like this it seems like there’s always a ‘but.’”
He smiled a little. “Indeed. But. But the job was incredibly difficult. Da Vinci always had a new invention, a new idea, a new way of looking at the world, and all of those new ideas had to be written down, copied out, documented, and annotated. It helped that I had a near-perfect memory and a near-perfect hand for writing and drawing. I think it was because of those two things that da Vinci shared with me the secret of his most terrible invention.”
I leaned forward, twisting the hem of my dress in my hands.
“A machine that could break through the barriers of time itself,” Dante said delicately, as though he feared the words would disappear before he had a chance to say them.
I blinked. “You’re telling me Leonardo da Vinci invented . . . a time machine?”
“He invented all sorts of things that you take for granted in this day—helicopters, tanks, calculators, musical instruments. Is a time machine so hard to believe?” Dante’s voice turned sharp in the darkness.
“Well, yes. Because time travel isn’t possible.”
His lips thinned into a hard-edged grimace. “Yes, Abby, I assure you that it is. It’s how I came here. It’s why I received these.” He held up his hands, revealing the chain brands around his wrists.
“Tony and Zo and V have the same marks. Well, almost the same. Theirs are darker.”
“I think they’ve enhanced their marks with tattoos. But trust me, underneath, they are branded just as I am.”
“Are you telling me that they came through the time machine too?”
Dante nodded. “They came through shortly before I did. Leo helped them make the transition. He’s helped all of us.”
I frowned. “Leo has these same marks too?” A faint memory stirred: the sound of glass ringing on glass and a pale pink drink. “How many of you are there?” I couldn’t believe we were even talking about this. It was crazy. But as crazy as it was, I had to acknowledge the fact that maybe, just maybe, he was telling me the truth. Dante had never lied to me before.
Dante hesitated, sensing my confusion. “I know of at least a dozen besides the five of us.”
“And you all came through this machine?” I struggled with the flood of information. “Why brand you with chains?”
Dante swallowed, looking down at his hands, away at the empty swings. Anywhere but at me. “We’re chained like this because we’re criminals. It’s a mark of our guilt. A brand we must wear the rest of our long, endless lives. The time machine was our punishment, our sentence, and our execution.”
In my memory I heard Valerie’s voice from all those months ago: He’s dangerous. . . . He killed someone.
No. Not Dante.
But in my memory I also saw Dante’s explosive anger at Zo—Dante’s quickness, his strength, his temper—his hands becoming fists.
The night wind slipped through the high trees as though fearing to come too close.
“What . . . what did you do?” I had to force the words past numb lips.
Dante didn’t say anything for a long, long time. He clamped one hand around his wrist, hiding the black mark. I could almost see the white bones of his knuckles moving beneath his dark skin. He squeezed so tightly I wondered if he was trying to erase the mark through sheer pressure.
“Dante?” My fingers twitched in my lap. I swallowed. I reached out to touch his arm, but his words stayed my hand.
“‘As soon as any soul becomes a traitor,’” he muttered, his Italian accent so thick it almost obscured his words. “‘As I was, then a demon takes its body away—and keeps that body in his power until its years have run their course completely.’”
My forehead furrowed in confusion. “What are you talking about?”
He shook his head. “Dante’s Inferno. The ninth circle of hell. Where traitors to kin and country are forever locked in a frozen lake, endlessly tormented by Lucifer himself.”
Misery etched harsh lines along his mouth, shadowed his clouded eyes.
My heart stood still in my chest. Traitors to kin and country? What had Dante done? “Who did you betray?” The words slipped out soft as a breath.
He shook his head, digging his nails into his wrist. “Everyone. No one. Does it matter?” Dante asked, his voice low and hoarse. He displayed his red-and-black wrists for my inspection. “They marked me guilty.”
“But that doesn’t mean you are, does it?”
He wouldn’t meet my eyes.
I reached out and gently tilted his chin up, forcing him to face me. “You wanted to tell me the truth,” I reminded him gently. “So tell me.” I let my hand drop from his face to his wrist. I could feel his swift heartbeat through his marked skin. “I can take it.” Though I didn’t know if that was true at all. Dante’s behavior tonight had been erratic and confusing and it had turned all my emotions upside down. One minute he’d been distant and silent, one minute passionate and wild, one minute angry and frustrated.
Dante looked down at my hand on his wrist. Hesitantly, he covered it with his own. I felt that almost-familiar tingle of his skin on mine, and the world around us sharpened, crystallized into focus.
“You remember I told you my brother had gone to war?” Dante traced the delicate rivers of my veins as they snaked across the plains of my hand, through the valleys of my knuckles. “There was a note. Delivered to the enemy.” His finger trembled on my skin. “Countless people died. Including my brother.”
“You didn’t give the note to the enemy, did you?”
Dante’s finger stilled for a moment before resuming its aimless wanderings. “No. Zo gave the note to the enemy.”
I caught my breath. If Dante blamed Zo for Orlando’s death, then it was no wonder there was bad blood between the two of them.
One detail remained clear, though.
“Then you’re not guilty. I mean if it was Zo who—”
“It was Zo who implicated me in the conspiracy. Zo who told the authorities where to find me. Zo who testified of my guilt.”
“But he lied, didn’t he? You were innocent!”
Dante’s smile was bitter. “The laws of guilt and innocence were a little different in sixteenth-century Italy.”
“Didn’t you tell them the truth?”
“Of course I did. But they were looking to capture all the traitors—everyone involved in the betrayal. By then they knew Zo was the leader. Why wouldn’t they believe him if he told them where to find the last member of the conspiracy?”
“But why would he do that? What had you done to him that would make him hate you that much?”
Dante shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said softly. “But he hates me. And I don’t trust him.”
“And they sent you through the time machine anyway? Even though you were innocent? That seems a little extreme.”
“What better place to keep dangerous criminals than the future? We’d automatically be someone else’s problem. Besides, we’d all be far enough into the future that we couldn’t negatively affect the flow of time.” Dante shook his head, his eyes focusing far away from the here and now. “We were all reported dead, you know. To our friends. Our families. It was all very clean and efficient. If not exactly merciful.”
My head pounded with the unfairness of it all. Dante had been plucked from his life, falsely accused of treason, and then sentenced to the most cruel and unusual punishment possible.
I turned my face away so Dante wouldn’t see my tears of helpless rage. How could someone do that to him, to anyone? I brushed the tears from my cheeks.
I wished he hadn’t told me any of it. I wished I had gone to the Dungeon to celebrate opening night with my friends. I wished . . .
I looked back at Dante, who was sitting quietly in the moonlight, his hands resting loosely in his lap like they belonged to someone else. Tension covered him like a shroud.
I wished I believed him.
He needed me to believe him. I could see it in the tight set of his shoulders, in the pinched skin around his eyes and his mouth.
I drew in a deep breath, as though Dante’s words still lingered in the air, words that I could hold in my mouth and weigh the truth of on my tongue.
Born in Italy more than five hundred years ago . . .
Italy tasted like truth; he sounded too much like a native to think otherwise.
But five hundred and twenty-five years old?
Sent through a time machine as punishment for a crime he didn’t commit . . .
I couldn’t imagine Dante as a criminal; I shook the thought away.
But a time machine?
“What was it like?” I asked suddenly. “Going through the time machine, I mean.”
“Does that mean you believe me?” A grim humor crept into Dante’s voice.
I shook my head. “You have to admit, the whole thing sounds pretty crazy. Terrible and horrible, maybe, but still crazy.”
“I know. But it’s the truth.”
I locked my gaze with Dante. “Then tell me the whole truth,” I said. “Tell me what it was like.”
He was silent for a long time. So long, in fact, I wondered if he would say anything at all. Maybe I’d finally pushed him too far.
Then he did speak. As his voice spilled out into the night, he kept his gaze on me, steady and heavy, holding me captive to his words.
“The truth is, it didn’t look like a time machine at all. That was part of the beauty—and the horror—of it. It was just a door. A tall, narrow, dark black door covered with symbols and images that opened into shadow. The construction was ingeniously designed, elegantly simple. In theory, you simply walked through the door, through the shadows, and through another door on the other side. In practice, though . . .” A tremor ran through his body. I could see his muscles clenching with remembered tension. The starlight slid along his jaw like the blade of a knife.
I shivered, trying to imagine opening a door and walking, not into another room, but into another time.
“I thought I’d gone blind,” Dante said quietly. “It was so dark. Dark and cold. I hadn’t expected the cold.
“Even the air smelled old. Charred. Though that may just have been my skin.” Dante rubbed at the marks on his wrists. “I could barely feel my hands because of the pain. I had been so grateful they hadn’t broken my fingers, my hands, that the pain from them branding me hadn’t registered until that moment. The moment the door closed, I knew . . . I knew I couldn’t go back. I had no choice but to go forward.
“I remember hearing the creak of the hinges as the door closed behind me. I kept waiting to hear the click of the latch as well, but it never seemed to come. And then I heard the music. Music like I’d never heard before. It seemed almost tangible in the darkness. I could almost feel it resonating in my bones, could almost pinpoint exactly when the sound became harmony, became melody.”
Something about his words sounded familiar. I couldn’t help but think of the story Leo had told me once about magic and music and the dawn of creation. “The music of the spheres,” I murmured.
Dante nodded solemnly. “And then, when the music had faded . . . all I could hear was the sound of my breathing in that narrow darkness between the doors. I don’t know how long I stood there, trying to summon up my courage.”
“What did you do?” I asked, swallowed up in Dante’s eyes, feeling claustrophobic even under the clear night sky.
“Eventually, I started walking. And I counted. I counted every step until I had left everything behind. The door, the music, the past. I didn’t know what else to do.” He finally closed his eyes, breaking our contact, releasing me from the weight of his words, from the truth of his past. “One hundred eighty-five thousand, four hundred twenty steps.”
“You remember the exact number?” I felt the night’s dark air tingling in my veins from the deep breath I was holding.
“How could I forget? Every step forward was another day I walked into the future.”
“More than five hundred years?”
Dante opened his eyes and I felt the air rush out of my lungs. His mouth curved like a scythe, sharp and angular in the moonlight. “It goes by faster than you think.”



Chapter 17
I sat up on the cloak, wrapping my arms around me for warmth, tucking my feet under the hem of my heavy skirt. I wasn’t sure if I believed Dante, but he sounded like he believed it. “Then what? Assuming I believe you—then what? You traveled more than five hundred years in the future. To here. To now. What was the plan? What were you supposed to do? Just live your life?”
Dante ran a hand through his hair. “It’s hard to explain. I’m not sure I have the right words.” He plucked at the edge of the cloak. “Traveling through time . . . it changed me. It put me beyond the reach of time.”
“Beyond the reach of time? What does that mean? You’re not going to age? You’ll be eighteen forever?” I smiled to take the sting from the skepticism in my voice.
But Dante didn’t return my smile.
I swallowed. “What about . . . what about dying? You’re telling me you’re not going to die?” I couldn’t help but glance at his shoulder. I’d seen his unnaturally quick healing firsthand. But certainly he couldn’t mean . . .
Dante kept his gaze level with mine.
A chill swept over me. I started to shake. What was I doing here? This was insanity. This wasn’t real. None of this could be real. I stumbled to my feet and began walking away.
Dante rose to his knees, grabbing my cold hands in his, preventing me from leaving. His skin felt feverish against mine. “No, Abby, don’t leave. Please.” The moonlight burned in his eyes. “Just, let me try to explain. And then . . . and then, if you want to leave . . . I won’t stop you.”
I looked at those changeling, quicksilver eyes that were filled with such desperate need. I remembered the night at the Dungeon when Zero Hour had played. I remembered the night in the garage when I had bandaged up Dante from Zo’s blade. I remembered how both times I’d felt like I might be the only person who could save him. I remembered how much I had wanted to help him then, if only in some small way. I felt the same way right now. Maybe just listening a little longer would help. Maybe it would be enough. Certainly I could do that much.
“Okay,” I said, my voice quieter than I felt. “Okay. I’ll stay.”
He exhaled slowly. “Grazie.”
I sat back down at the edge of the cloak. I still needed some distance between us.
“This is the way Leo explained it to me. Time is a river. The river bends and loops and meanders, but it always, only, flows one way—away from the past, toward the future. And all of us are carried through our lives on the current of that river. We live and love—and age—immersed in the all-encompassing waters of the river of time.”
Dante’s voice rose and fell in a mesmerizing, languid rhythm. I felt my breathing and my heartbeat match that same rhythm.
“And like the fish that swim in deep water, you are unaware of what is all around you, all the time that permeates through you. It’s invisible—but without it . . . you would never survive.”
Dante reached for my hand, pressing his palm fast against mine, twining our fingers together. I could feel the heat of his skin, the faint pulse of his blood rushing through his wrist so close to mine.
“The river is now. This moment. This breath between us. The space between your heartbeats. The moment before you blink. The instant a thought flashes through your mind. It is everything that is around us. Life. Energy. Flowing, endlessly flowing, carrying you effortlessly from then . . . to now . . . to tomorrow. Listen: you can hear the music of it. Of the passage of time.”
I could hear it. I could feel it, too—in the rise and fall of my breath, the ebb and flow of the air as it moved from my mouth to my lungs and back again. I could feel a tingle of energy, as though I had caught a snowflake made of pure light on my tongue and let it melt through my whole body.
“Do you feel it?”
I nodded, unable to speak, lost in the new layer of the world unfolding before my eyes.
I thought I saw a faint golden shimmer around our clasped hands, rippling in the air like a mirage on a hot day. But the shimmer didn’t extend to Dante’s hand. It was like a thick, black line had been drawn around his fingers, around his whole body, a second skin that breathed when he did, constantly flexing and adjusting to his movements. I blinked and it was gone.
He untangled his fingers from mine, drawing back until our skin was almost touching, but not quite. I could still feel his heat, the tension taut in the space between our hands. The hairs on the back of my arm stood up.
Dante reached into his shirt pocket, withdrawing the silk handkerchief Benedick used as a prop in the play.
“As I said—I’m beyond the reach of time. Passing through the time machine lifted me from the river, but I’m not dead. It left me—to complete the metaphor—stranded on the riverbank.” He draped the sheer fabric over his hand, hiding his long fingers, his branded wrist. “I am cut off. Exiled.”
I shivered at the bleak tones in his voice. I edged a little closer to him, wanting to feel his warm hand on mine again. “But it can’t be all bad, right? You’re still alive, aren’t you?” I attempted a smile.
His lips thinned humorlessly. “I wonder sometimes.” He crushed the cloth in his fist. “Part of being human—of being truly alive—requires you to recognize and to experience the passing of time. The time machine stole from me my past, my present, and my future, abandoning me on a desolate, barren, timeless bank. I can no longer feel the passage of time. At all. There is nothing.” He swallowed away the quaver in his voice before he continued. “There is no time to age me, so, in a sense, I’m immortal. Invincible, even—it’s why I didn’t bleed to death when Zo cut me. But if I’m not careful, if I succumb to the pressure, I’ll go insane.”
A frown furrowed my forehead. “Pressure? What pressure?”
Dante frayed the edge of the handkerchief with restless fingers. “Leo said if we are careful, we can return to the river—to visit, not to stay. When we’re here, we are constantly surrounded by life but eternally separated from it as well. We need that connection, however tenuous, to have any hope of survival. But if we stay too long, then the pressure of being in what is now, for us, an unnatural environment, can kill us.”
“But I thought you couldn’t die?” I hoped Dante hadn’t noticed I stumbled over the words a little.
“Some things are worse than death. Leo had a friend, Giovonni, who thought he was strong enough to handle the pressure. Strong enough to stay in the river, in the flow of time. When Leo eventually found him, the prolonged exposure had washed his mind clean. He had lost all his memories. Worse, he had lost the ability to create new memories. No language. No comprehension. Nothing. He was alive—he’s still alive, in fact—but what made him Giovonni is . . . gone. Erased. He is a blank slate—forever.”
I shivered and rubbed my hands together. “So, how do you keep that from happening to you?”
“By keeping the balance,” Dante said firmly. “I come here”—he pressed his bare palm to mine again and I shivered at the contact—“to the river, because I have to in order to avoid going insane, and I stay as long as I can. I stay until the pressure of time becomes too intense. Then, to avoid having my mind washed clean”—he draped the cloth over his hand again—“I return there, to the bank, to release the pressure.”
A thought occurred to me, a piece of the complex puzzle he’d presented to me. “So those times you missed school and rehearsal? The days when I can’t seem to find you? Are those the times you’re . . . on the bank?”
Dante nodded.
“And where is that, exactly?”
He looked away into the darkness. The stars were glittering pinpricks in his fathomless eyes. “It’s . . . not here.”
“You talk about it like it’s a real place,” I said.
“It is a real place. At least as real as it has to be.”
“I don’t understand.”
Dante chafed at his wrists absently, endlessly, choosing his words carefully. “The bank is a space—an existence—that runs parallel to now but is entirely separate from it. It’s like a mirrored reflection of this life—only here, life flourishes. Here, time flows along its measured course. On the bank, there is only emptiness. A barren wasteland. A nothingness . . .”
“It sounds awful,” I murmured.
Dante shrugged. “It’s my life now. I have to keep the balance. If I falter too far either way . . .” He leaned forward, his words falling like stones between us, his shrouded hand pressed hard against mine. “Do you know what it’s like, Abby? To be so close to life—and not be able to touch it? To not be able to dive in and let the water close over you and have the current carry you away? To be forever denied the one thing that you long for most of all? The one thing that will save you—” His voice sheered off into silence.
Tears filled my eyes and I brushed them away with the back of my hand. I wondered if the same rules applied to Leo, to Zo and his friends. And if so, I wondered if they coped with keeping the balance the same way. I could have been wrong, but they never seemed to be gone as long or as often as Dante. It was a long moment before either of us spoke again.
“Do you believe me, Abby?” He handed me his silk handkerchief, crumpled from his efforts to explain an impossible story. “Please. I need you to believe me.”
I hesitated. I wanted to believe him, but everything he had told me seemed so unbelievable. So far-fetched, so crazy. And yet . . .
And yet the longer he spoke, the more it sounded like the truth. And what if it was? What would that mean?
“Can you show me?” The words were out of my mouth before I knew I was going to say them. “The bank? I think I could believe you if you could show me.”
His eyes searched mine with a dark intensity. “It’s a dangerous thing to ask. I’m not sure. . . .” He shook his head and drew in a deep breath. “Do you trust me, Abigail Beatrice Edmunds?”
I opened my mouth, but Dante covered my lips with his fingers.
“Be sure of your heart before you speak.”
I closed my mouth underneath his fingers. Did I trust him? I’d only known him since January. Yes, we’d spent time together rehearsing for the play—we’d even been on what could only be properly defined as a date—but was that all that was required for trust: spending time together?
Or was trust based on more than that? On character? On experience?
I’d felt his blood on my hands. Was that enough?
I closed my eyes and concentrated on my breathing, on the feelings in my heart, on recapturing that moment of golden light. Was Dante the kind of person I could trust—possibly with my life? I had seen his temper, but it had never been directed at me. I had heard his quick wit cut others like a razor, but his words to me had always been kind and gentle. I had witnessed his moodiness, but, honestly, it hadn’t been any worse than Valerie’s mood swings or Hannah’s snarky comments.
It was clear he trusted me. Who had he asked for help at the Valentine’s Dance? Who had he confided in with his deepest secrets? Who had he kissed with all the passion of his wild and fierce soul?
Wasn’t trust ultimately a decision of the heart?
I opened my eyes. I took the silk scarf, smoothed it over my fingers.
Dante looked at me with apprehension.
“I trust you,” I said simply.
He cupped my face in his hands and kissed me, hard and insistent. His mouth moved on mine and electricity shot through my veins.
“Grazie, Abby. Tu é una bellissima donna, e ti ringrazio dal fondo della mia anima per avermi creduto.”
His murmuring voice sent shivers down my spine.
“So, what do we do?” I asked, once he had let me catch my breath.
“We don’t do anything. You hold tight to me”—Dante suited action to words and intertwined his fingers with mine—“and I . . . do this.”



Chapter 18
The transition was instantaneous. For a moment, I wondered if anything had even changed at all. I was opening my mouth to ask Dante a question when I realized how dramatically my surroundings had, in fact, altered.
There was no air. I couldn’t breathe. I was drowning in an ocean of nothingness.
Pressure squeezed my lungs like a vise. I was acutely aware of the flow of blood in my body, the sound of it roaring in my ears. My heartbeat hurt inside my chest. Darkness feathered the edges of my vision. I tried not to look at the landscape around me. The world shimmered drunkenly, tilting just enough off center to upset my equilibrium. What was going on? Where was this place? Panicked, I grabbed for Dante.
His mouth came down on mine, and with his kiss I found I could breathe again. The roiling darkness inside me subsided in soft, lapping waves. Dante encircled me in his arms, holding me tight and safe in his embrace. I could hear his heart beating, and the sound helped calm my fraying nerves.
I don’t know how long we stood together, locked in an embrace, but eventually I started to feel stronger, more solid and stable. I could peek at the world from the corners of my eyes without feeling like I was going to throw up.
Dante spoke in short, clipped phrases. His voice sounded thin and flat and I noticed there was a strange echo to his words, almost as though I was hearing them two or three times.
“Abby—Abby—Abby. How do you feel—feel—feel?”
I shook my head, trying to clear away the disconcerting echoes buzzing like insects around my ears. “I’m fine—fine—fine. Now—now—now.”
His smile lit up his whole face. “Good—good—good.” The echoes slowly faded until his voice resolved into his regular cadence, rich and full of emotion. “I’m sorry, Abby. I didn’t think that would happen.”
“What did happen?”
“I think you brought some of your time with you. I . . . I had to make it so you could survive in this environment.”
He pulled back just a little, concern written large in his eyes, in the tightness of his jaw.
The dark black line I’d seen around him back at the park had returned, but this time it extended to include me as well. I could see a thin line of shimmering gold layered beneath the black armor that protected me in this place.
“Where are we?”
“We’re on the bank of the river.” Dante’s voice had an odd catch to it. He gently turned me around so I could see the entirety of where we stood.
The sky, or what would have been the sky had there been any depth to the world around us, was a horrible gray nothingness. No sun. No moon. My eyes hurt, like I had an eyelash stuck under my lid. I blinked and had to look away.
But that was even worse.
From horizon to horizon stretched a perfectly flat, utterly barren wasteland. Void of color. Void of movement. Void of sound.
Dante and I were the only things that disrupted the terrifying emptiness around us. His white shirt and black pants were a study in severe contrasts. My skirt was red as blood. The silence itched on my skin.
“We’re outside of time,” he said, his eyes the same flat gray as the non-sky above us. “Stepping out of the river and onto the bank is like sliding in between the moments of time. Come with me. Don’t let go.” Holding tight to my hand, he began walking swiftly to the left.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“You wanted to see the river.”
“But I thought we had just come from the river?” I frowned in confusion. My mind felt flattened; it was hard to think.
“The river has a connection, a presence, in this mirrored existence, too.” Dante shrugged. “We’re going to see the other side of the river.”
“Ah, the back side of water,” I chuckled.
Dante’s eyebrows drew down in confusion.
“Sorry. Disneyland joke. Go on.”
“Think of it like this: A tapestry takes threads of all different colors and creates something beautiful out of it. But turn the tapestry over, and you’ll see all the knots underneath.” He quickened his step a little. “It will make more sense when you see it. I promise.”
It was eerie to walk next to him and not feel the air on my skin, not hear the sound of my footsteps, not see my shadow behind me. I could feel my mind splintering under the weight of the terrible void that had swallowed us whole.
And yet, something about this place seemed weirdly familiar. I closed my eyes and saw dark stars sparkling behind my lids. I could almost taste chocolate and pineapple on my tongue.
“I’ve been here before,” I blurted out, my eyes flying open. “You brought me here before, didn’t you? All those weeks ago when I was under all that stress.”
Dante didn’t break stride, but I saw the tension tighten the muscles along his shoulders. “It wasn’t stress. You were feeling the pressure of too much time. I didn’t know what else to do.”
“Too much time?”
“It happened during breakfast at the café. I wasn’t paying attention—I wasn’t careful enough . . .” He shook his head. “I didn’t realize it would hurt you. I didn’t realize that you would have to make up for that lag in time somehow.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You know how when you drop a stick in a river, how the water parts and flows around it? That’s what happened at breakfast. Time split around us—two streams separating for a moment before joining again, but at a different pace than before.”
I remembered how I had felt divided after breakfast, how I had two distinct memories of that event.
“Then I guess those glimpses of the future I saw were because of that disruption of time,” I said eventually, amazed that I could say something so strange in such a strange place and have it make sense.
Dante stopped short. “What ‘glimpses of the future’?”
I told him about the white flashes I’d experienced and how they’d gone away along with the pressure when he’d brought me to the bank the first time.
His eyes darkened.
“Is . . . is that bad?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” he said, his voice low and troubled. “Promise me you’ll tell me if it happens again.”
“O-okay. I promise.”
He started walking again, his thoughts obviously far away.
The silence that fell between us was oppressive, suffocating. I hated the nothingness that was all around me. I wanted to hear the roar of a jet engine instead of the hollow hum deep in my inner ear, straining to detect even white noise. I wanted to see the setting sun flip the horizon from day into night instead of the glare of omnipresent, flat light. I wanted to smell the musty scent of Dante’s wool coat instead of feeling the faint itch in my nose of empty air. I wanted my senses back. I interrupted his musings with another question.
“So, that day after breakfast, those matters of ‘personal business’ you had to attend to . . . ?”
He nodded, returning his attention me. “I had to come here to find my balance again. To take the twig out of the stream, so to speak.”
“And the pressure I felt? That’s the pressure you were talking about? The kind that can kill you?”
“Yes,” he said quietly, and I shivered at the flatness of his voice. “If I hadn’t seen you that day at lunch, hadn’t recognized what was going on, the pressure would have grown and grown. It would have killed you. It’s why I brought you here for just a flicker of time. You didn’t need to stay long to find your own balance again. It’s also why I had you keep your eyes closed. I didn’t want you to see . . . this.”
I remembered the sensation of an open vastness replacing the tight pressure strangling my heart. “And here I thought it was the chocolate that made me feel better.”
Dante smiled, squeezing my hand softly. “I figured it couldn’t hurt.”
He tugged me with him, walking forward at a brisk pace, but it was hard to tell how fast we were moving since nothing changed around us.
I was having trouble focusing my thoughts. Talking seemed to help so I asked Dante another question: “What were those echoes I heard earlier? What was that all about?”
“Time doesn’t flow on the bank, it just is. Everything is happening now, and everything has already happened, and everything has yet to happen in the future.” Dante shrugged like he knew he wasn’t making much sense. “Those were echoes from the past, the present, and the future.”
“I don’t understand,” I complained.
Dante smiled a little. “It’s best to think of something else while you’re here. Something that will keep your mind focused on things that do make sense. Sometimes I recite Inferno: ‘Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita—’”
“In English, please,” I panted, trying to keep up with Dante’s long strides in my heavy skirts. I mentally cursed Dave; if it weren’t for his stupid performance superstitions, I’d be in jeans and sneakers and much more comfortable.
“‘When I had journeyed half of our life’s way, I found myself within a shadowed forest, for I had lost the path that does not stray. Ah, it is hard to speak of what it was, that savage forest, dense and difficult, which even in recall renews my fear:  so bitter—death is hardly more severe!’”
“How uplifting,” I drawled. “It fits right in with all this.” I gestured with my free hand at the vastness pressing down on us like a fist.
“Inferno isn’t all like that,” Dante said, a flush staining his cheeks. “The language in some of the Cantos can be extremely beautiful. A few lines can sustain me for days here.”
“Days? How can you tell?”
He glanced at me, an unreadable expression on his face. “I can tell.”
I blanched as I realized what he was saying. Of course he could tell. Even in a place outside of time, he could tell because this barren hell was part of his permanent reality.
“Tell me one of those parts, then,” I said softly. “One of the parts you love.”
Dante thought for a moment, his steps slowing before stopping altogether. He reached out, cradling both of my hands in his grasp. He brushed the inside of my wrists with his thumbs. His changeling eyes glittered like falling snow. “‘I was among those souls who are suspended; a lady called to me, so blessed, so lovely that I implored to serve at her command. Her eyes surpassed the splendor of the star’s; and she began to speak to me—so gently and softly—with angelic voice.’”
I felt heat race through my cheeks, my throat, my wrists. A soft touch and some poetry and I melted. I was starting to understand what Dante saw in the writings of his namesake. “Who is she?” I asked. “The woman in the poem?”
“Her name is Beatrice. It is for love of Beatrice that Dante travels through the nine circles of Inferno and the nine tiers of Purgatory just to catch a glimpse of her in Paradise.” He ran his fingertips along the curve of my cheek.
I closed my eyes under his tender caress, trembling. For just a moment, the vast emptiness around me was filled with a golden light.
He brushed his thumb over my lips. “You’re my future, Abby. I don’t want to lose you. I can’t lose you.”
I felt my breath catch in my throat and my heart speed up its rhythm.
He leaned down and kissed me again, his lips soft and gentle. I felt a warmth rising through my body from the soles of my feet, tingling in my fingers and toes. The kiss seemed to last forever—and, I reflected, in a place outside of time, perhaps it had.
I heard him draw a deep breath. “We’re here.”
Surprised, I opened my eyes. “Where—” I began, but my words were washed away at the sight before me.
The river.
I suppose I expected to see a traditional river—a huge cataract of water rushing in white-water rapids along a deep ravine like the Colorado, or a wide, meandering highway of ripples and undertows like the Mississippi—but what I saw was unlike anything I could have imagined.
The vast, flat wasteland of the bank spread out before us like a pane of glass, but a few steps beyond where we stood, the glass seemed to ripple and shimmer, bend and convulse, creating a wide chasm of chaotic movement that shouldn’t have existed in a place of such frozen and unchanging sameness.
Time flowed wild and fierce in that chasm. I could see it passing before my eyes while I stood just a few inches away, motionless on the bank. My mind struggled with the dichotomy.
“Impressive, isn’t it?” Dante asked.
I nodded, unable to speak.
“I like to come here sometimes to see life in all its possibilities. What has been”—he gestured upstream at the ripples that constantly flowed—“and what might be.” This time he pointed downstream, where the silver thread unspooled into the endless distance.
I looked across the shifting surface to where the ground seemed to return to its smooth, flat expanse. “What’s over there?” I asked, pointing.
Dante hesitated. A hidden pain surfaced in the corners of his eyes. “It’s where we came from. It’s the past we left behind. We can never go there.”
“Why not?”
“We’ve been exiled here—to this side of the bank. It’s impossible to cross to the other side. The moment we touch the river, we’re pulled back into it. And even if there was some kind of bridge, we’d still need a door to take us home.”
“Past and future . . .” I murmured. “‘And never the twain shall meet.’”
“Shakespeare?”
“No, Kipling.”
My eyes returned to the swirling sheet of glass at my feet. Images rose to the surface of the glittering chasm, jumbled and uneven. I wanted to look away, but I couldn’t.
I saw a flash of me when I was eleven with my hair plaited in two tight braids down my back and a copy of Lord of the Rings tucked under my arm. I remembered that day. It had been my first solo trip to the library and I had been so sure of the way. I had wandered down unfamiliar streets for hours before I finally admitted the truth: I was lost. Desperate, I went into a grocery store and asked for the manager. He called my parents and gave me an ice cream and waited with me until they came to pick me up.
His name was Mr. Schroeder, I realized. I thought I had forgotten that.
I saw myself walking in a darkened hallway. I knew that someone or something dangerous waited for me at the end, yet I couldn’t turn back.
I saw the day my parents married.
I saw Valerie talking to V at the Dungeon the night of the Zero Hour show. In one ripple, Valerie gave him her phone number. In another, she didn’t.
I saw Natalie walking with someone in a splash of bright sunshine under a blue sky. They were on a college campus and a diamond glittered on her left hand.
I saw Dante. His face was buried in his hands and I could almost hear the black chains on his wrists clanking as the ripples tore the image apart, fracturing and splintering into darkness.
I saw I saw I saw . . .
The images were too many. Too fast. I knew if I kept staring at the river, I’d drown.
I looked at Dante instead.
He wasn’t looking at the river either. He was looking at me. His gray eyes had turned black. Sweat beaded on his forehead and the muscles along his jaw clenched. I felt the muscles in his wrist flex with tension as he squeezed his hand tight around mine.
“I have to send you back,” he said. “You can’t stay here. It’s too dangerous. I didn’t realize . . . I have to send you back.”
“Okay.” I was more than ready to go. I had a throbbing headache at the base of my skull. I felt years older and so exhausted I could barely stand up without Dante’s arm supporting me. It was getting hard to breathe again. “Let’s go.”
“No,” he said, shaking his head. “I have to send you back. I can’t go with you right now.”
I frowned. “Why not? I’m not leaving you here in this place alone.”
I saw the muscles moving in his throat as he swallowed. “Bringing you here was a bad idea. I’ve upset the balance. I can’t go back for a while. And you can’t stay here. If you do . . . if you stay . . .” Dante shook his head. “I don’t know what would happen, but I’m sure it would be bad. I promised you I would keep you safe.”
Fear slid through my veins. “No, come with me, Dante. Please? I can’t go back alone. I don’t know how.”
Dante took a step toward me, and for an instant I thought he was going to wrap his arms around me and everything would be fine—
He shoved me hard and I stumbled backward, tripping over the hem of my dress. “I’m sorry, Abby,” Dante said, his voice seeming to come from miles away. The weird triple echo was back, but twisted somehow. “I’ll come to you as soon—then—now—never—as I can.”
I fell into the river. I tensed my body, thinking I would certainly shatter the glass chasm, but instead the waters of time closed over me without so much as a splash or a ripple to mark my passing. As I was swallowed up, I saw a dark shadow high above me, curving overhead, arching from bank to bank, bridging the gap between here and there, between now and then.
The transition was instantaneous.
I landed hard on my back, the breath knocked out of me. I looked for Dante—where was he? I needed his kiss to save me again. I didn’t want to suffocate and die in that horrible nothing-place beside the river—but I was alone in Phillips Park, the same empty swings, the same flat picnic benches, the same prickly grass where we had parked in what seemed a lifetime ago.
I checked my watch. It had stopped at five minutes to midnight. Zero hour, I thought with a chill. I tapped the watch face and the second hand hiccupped into motion.
It’s like I never left, I realized. He’s gone. And it’s like I never left.
I curled up in Dante’s cloak, breathing in the familiar scent of his body, and surrendered myself to oblivion.



Chapter 19
My vision flashes white. The sight of it fills me with dread. Is this another glimpse of the future? I promised Dante I would tell him if it happened again. I turn, looking for him by my side, but he is gone. I am alone. Lost in the stark whiteness that surrounds me, fills me, leaves me cold.
Color slowly bleeds into the white. My eyes water at the sight of so much color, of so much white. My tongue and throat scratch as though I’d swallowed a cactus. A dull ringing sounds deep in my ear, muffled and distant. My skin is tight and loose all at the same time.
The world turns upside down around me. I am lifted. I am drifting. I am divided.
The dull ringing increases, becomes sharp, insistent. A voice. An almost familiar voice. An almost familiar name. If only my thoughts weren’t drowning in memories. A tight vise squeezes my lungs. If only I could catch my breath again.
Then, like a clap, a shot, a shout—I sit up in my own bed, in my own house, in my own here and now. The dark pressure of the bank crackles off my skin like shattering glass. I gasp down a breath of cool, clear air, feeling the sweet release of time in my veins, feeling the heady rush of life returned, of balance restored.
I am whole again.
***
“Can I get you anything else, sweetie?” my mom asked, setting the glass of juice on the table by the couch where I was snuggled up watching TV.
“No, I’m fine.” A hint of exasperation crept into my voice. “Honest, Mom, I’m feeling fine. I really think I could go back to school tomorrow.”
Mom pursed her lips, pressing the back of her wrist against my forehead even though we both knew I wasn’t running a fever.
“Mom,” I whined, wincing at how much I sounded like Hannah at her most petulant. How old was I again?
“Drink your juice.” Mom patted my hand. “Someone’s here to see you. Do you want some company?”
Dante. “Absolutely.” I gulped down my juice and turned off the TV.
“Not so fast,” Mom said, gently placing her hand on my shoulder and pushing me back into the pillows. “You still need to rest. I’ll send him in.”
I tucked my hands under the blankets to keep them from shaking. It felt like forever since I’d seen Dante and I had so many questions to ask him.
My memories of the last few days were still cracked and incomplete. I remembered the park, but after that . . . I sighed deeply. After that was blankness, a white landscape, and the feeling of a wave lifting inside my chest.
I heard someone step into the family room.
But it wasn’t Dante who had come to see me.
It was Leo.
He looked older somehow, the weariness carving deep lines around his eyes and mouth. His wrinkled shirt was open at the throat, and I saw the glint of a golden cross hanging against his skin.
“I hope I’m not intruding.” He rocked his weight from his heels to his toes.
“No, it’s fine,” I said, surprised. Of all the people I thought would come visit me, Leo might have been at the bottom of the list. “Where’s Dante?” I hadn’t meant for the words to sound so blunt; I offered up a smile to help soften the tone.
Leo paused, an air of stillness settling around him. The sunlight reflected off his blue eyes, shading them silver, and for the first time I could see the similarity between Dante and Leo.
“Dante’s fine,” Leo said.
If I hadn’t been listening for the hesitation, I would have missed it.
Leo nodded to the chair across from the couch. “May I?” He didn’t wait for my reply but sat down, a serious look on his face. “We need to talk.”
“About what?” I pulled the blankets up to my neck.
“About Dante. About what happened in the park two nights ago. About what happened afterward.”
“Nothing happened,” I managed before falling silent under the weight of Leo’s gaze.
“Exactly,” he said.
I blinked in surprise.
“The story for everyone else is that you and Dante left the play opening night and drove to the park. Shortly after midnight, you brought Dante back to the Dungeon and then returned home. You fell sick, but you’re feeling much better now.”
“But that is what happened,” I said. “Isaac was sick at the play. Mom thinks I caught the same twenty-four-hour bug he had.”
Leo shook his head. “No, what happened to you was more.” He leaned forward in the chair, resting his forearms on his knees and clasping his hands together.
I glanced down and saw the pale, thin chains around his wrists. Chills ran from the back of my neck down my arms to my fingertips. A white shimmer surrounded my vision. He knows, I thought. He knows Dante took me to the bank. He knows everything. Dante’s words crashed through my memory, making my ears ring—time machine, treason, the river, the bank.
I bit my lip, trapping the words behind my teeth. I didn’t know what to say and I was afraid if I opened my mouth the words would spill out, unchecked and irretrievable.
“The story for you, mia donna di luce, is more complicated.” Leo’s smile stripped years from his face but failed to chase the shadow from his eyes.
I wondered about the Italian name he called me, what it meant. I reminded myself to ask Dante. If I ever saw him again.
“The story begins the same way—young lovers taking a midnight trip to a park—but the ending is very different. Would you like to hear it?”
Numbly, I nodded, my mind churning with fragmented memories. I didn’t want to go back to that place of empty air and shattered colors. The wave trapped in my chest rose to the back of my throat, threatening to overwhelm me.
“You saw the bank. And the river,” Leo said. “I don’t know how; it shouldn’t have been possible, although . . .” He glanced at me, and something flickered in his shadowed eyes. He shook his head, finally murmuring, “although perhaps that is a story for another day.” He took a deep breath and started again, “You saw the bank. And the river. And just as you brought some of your time with you to the bank, when you returned, you brought some of the bank’s timelessness with you.”
Dryness coated the inside of my mouth. I had a visceral memory of seeing my watch frozen in time, of the hands lurching into motion. A dark shadow looming overhead. A white wave cresting into color. I rubbed my hand over my arm, half expecting to feel the sharp edges of broken time still clinging to me.
“How did . . . ? What . . . ?” My questions jumbled together in my mouth. I didn’t know what to ask first.
“When Dante didn’t come home that night, I went looking for him.”
“At the park?”
He shook his head. “On the bank.”
“Oh.” I tried to imagine the two men meeting in that timeless void, but even in my imagination they were pressed flat by the two-dimensional emptiness of the bank.
“Dante was . . . out of balance.” The corners of Leo’s eyes tightened. “He told me what had happened.”
I looked down at my hands, strangely embarrassed, as though I’d been caught doing something wrong.
“He told me where you were and that you needed help. He wanted to come with me, to help you, but I told him he needed to stay where he was.”
“Is he still there?”
Leo paused, then nodded. “And will be until the danger has passed.”
I shivered. Why was he in danger? For me? Or because of me?
“It was almost dawn when I found you in the park, but in the spot where you were curled up on Dante’s cloak, it was still midnight.”
“What? How was that possible?”
“It is as I said—you brought some of the timelessness of the bank back with you. It was like you were trapped under glass. Frozen in time. I could see clearly the line where the rising golden light hit the shell of lingering night.”
“Then it was you who called my name,” I murmured.
Leo paused again. I could see him swallowing once, then twice, before replying, “Yes.”
“If I was frozen in time, then what happened? How did I get home?”
“I set you free. I was able to break the shell around you and absorb the extra time.” He unclasped his hands, flexing his fingers before locking them together again.
“I’m sorry if helping me caused you pain,” I said quietly, reaching out to cover his knotted fists with my open hand.
He looked up at me, the dark shadow back behind his eyes. “Helping you has never . . .” He swallowed and carefully moved his hands away from mine. “I mean, no, I wasn’t in any pain.”
If I hadn’t been listening for the lie, I would have missed it.
“I burned off the extra time on the bank. Then I drove you home.” Leo’s tone was back to business.
“Where I’ve been asleep for a day and a half,” I said. “Recovering from . . . what, exactly? Not the flu.”
“No, though that is the story that everyone believes. Your body needed time to equalize, to return to a stable, normal equilibrium.”
“And has it?”
“You’re still alive.” He shrugged. “If you hadn’t found your balance again . . .”
The implications of Leo’s unspoken words weighed me down. I looked down at my body, hidden under a mound of blankets. I felt like it belonged to someone else.
“So what do I do now? Will I have to go back to the bank, to keep my balance, like Dante does? Like you do?” I swallowed, trying to keep the tremors from my voice.
“Ah, no, mia donna di luce,” Leo murmured.
I hadn’t realized I was crying until he reached out to hand me a tissue from the box on the coffee table. His fingers felt rough and worn against mine.
“No, you are not bound by the bank as Dante is. As I am.” He handed me another tissue. “You are a special young lady, Abby, but rest easy. You are still surrounded by the river just as you always have been.”
“Thanks,” I whispered, wiping at my eyes. “Dante’s lucky to have you in his life.”
“I think he’s luckier to have you,” Leo said.
“Is he going to be okay?”
“He’s a good man. He’ll find his own way through this life.”
I bit my bottom lip. “Are you mad at him for telling me the truth?”
Leo hesitated, then smiled sadly. “I told you once that it was not my place to tell another man’s secrets. It’s also not my place to be angry when those secrets are told. Even if they are my same secrets.”
“I won’t tell anyone,” I promised.
“I know.” Then he laughed softly under his breath. “Dante told me you were dangerous, but I didn’t realize how much.”
I smiled at the memory. “He told me it was because I was brave enough to hear the truth.”
“And that makes you easy to trust. But be careful—too much trust invites secrets, some of which you may not wish to know.”
“I hope there aren’t any more secrets I need to know about,” I said. “The ones Dante told me about seem to be plenty.”
A tight expression crossed Leo’s face, then quickly smoothed away as he ran a hand through his white hair. “I have some rules for you,” Leo said.
I shook my head, frowning good-naturedly. “More rules? This is worse than school.”
“Maybe, but there the worst that could happen is a bad grade. Failing to follow these rules could have dire consequences for more people than just you.”
Properly chastened, I sat back, attentive and interested.
“Perhaps you know this already, but it is worth repeating—the time Dante spends here must be balanced against the time he spends on the bank. Keeping the balance is of paramount importance. That is rule number one.”
“That sounds like a rule for Dante, not me.”
“That brings us to rule number two.” Leo hesitated, and I suddenly knew I wasn’t going to like what he was about to say. “Physical contact—or even a strong emotional connection—can tip the balance farther, faster.”
“What!” I sat up. “I can’t touch him? Not even to hold his hand? Or hug him? Or . . . ?” I felt my face blush, remembering Dante’s darkly sweet kiss. “That’s not fair!”
Leo shrugged. “Nothing about this situation is fair. The truth remains, though—relationships complicate things.”
I opened my mouth to protest, but Leo continued, overriding my voice.
“And yes, you can touch.” Leo suited actions to words and squeezed my hand. “You can even kiss.” His knowing smile meant he’d anticipated my thoughts. “But know that the more you do—the more time you spend together—the more time you must spend apart.”
“Does Dante know about this?” I folded my arms in a huff.
“Of course,” Leo said quietly. “Why do you think he’s always so careful around people—including you?”
I thought back over the past month. I had lost count of all the times Dante had reached for me, only to pull away at the last moment. I could, however, probably count on one hand the times he had touched me, most notably when he had carried me to the car that first Saturday for breakfast. Then at lunch when he had helped heal me from that strange rip in time. And again at the Valentine’s Dance when he had first tried to tell me the truth of his past.
I thought of all the times he’d avoided contact with other people.
“Wait,” I said, “Dante spends all day at school and most nights at the Dungeon. He’s always surrounded by people. Why is it so different when he’s with me?”
“Because they are still wholly in the river. They haven’t ever set foot on the bank—they don’t even know it exists. You are different, Abby. You’ve seen the far shore and have returned.” Leo’s voice was soft. “You have been touched by time, and that makes you special.”
“But you said I’m not like you. You said I wouldn’t have to go back to the bank.”
“And you won’t. And you’re not like us. I don’t think you’re like anyone else. As far as I know, no one has been able to travel to the bank without having first traveled through time’s door. Make no mistake, Abby—you have been changed. It remains to be seen how that change will affect things to come.”
I thought about that quietly for a moment. I didn’t feel like I’d been changed, but there was no denying strange things were happening around me. I knew one thing for sure, though.
“I don’t want to hurt him. If me being with him puts him in danger . . .” I trailed off, knowing it was useless to continue. Having had a taste of togetherness with Dante, I knew I didn’t want things to go back to the way they had been—the almost-touches, the fleeting looks, the cryptic comments. Dante had trusted me with his heart and soul. I didn’t want to give them back now. I couldn’t. They had already found a home in me.
“Dante can take care of himself,” Leo said.
“So, rule number one,” I summarized, “is to keep the balance. Rule number two: no touching.” I frowned before I quickly amended it to “Limited touching. So what’s rule number three?”
“Rule number three is that you must not ask Dante what he sees downstream.”
“What does that mean?”
“Dante is unusually attuned to the river. Sometimes he is able to see events yet to come in the ripples and currents of time.”
“He can see the future?” I thought about what I had seen in the river. Some of the images had definitely been of the past, but some of them might have been of future events. I wondered if I should mention it to Leo.
“At times.”
“And I can’t ask him about it because . . . ?”
“Because lately all he is seeing is you.”
“Me?”
Leo nodded. “No one should know exactly what the future holds for them. Knowing what he sees about you could influence your decisions and your choices; it could change your life irrevocably.”
I swallowed.
“There is only one more rule, but it might be the most important one. You must never go back to the bank—I don’t know if it is even possible for you to go back. However it happened, it’s too dangerous to try to duplicate.”
“Don’t worry,” I said. “That’s one rule I won’t have any trouble keeping. There’s no way I want to go back to the bank.” Just thinking about it made my ears feel like they were stuffed with cotton and my mouth taste like iron.
“That’s a good girl,” Leo said, patting the blanket covering my knee. He stood up to leave, but at the last minute, he leaned down and brushed a kiss on the crown of my head. “Sleep well, mia donna di luce,and don’t worry—I will look after Dante, and Dante will look after you.”
I thought about Leo’s words long after he’d left. I hoped Dante would be coming back from the bank soon. We had a lot we needed to talk about.



Chapter 20
Dante stayed on the bank for three more days.
Three very long, very stressful days.
Mom let me go back to school, under strict orders to call her if I felt even the first inkling of a sniffle. I felt fine, though, which was good, since I had more important things to deal with. I still had to help with the play. Leo wrote a note for Dante’s continued absence, which I dutifully delivered.
I apologized to Amanda for the fact that Dante had ruined Benedick’s mask; I offered to help repair it, but after twenty minutes of my “help,” Amanda took it away from me and said, “Thanks anyway.”
I tried to talk to Valerie—but she turned away from me whenever I tried to approach her.
Natalie and Jason came to the play every night—which was both good and bad. Good, because it was nice that my friends wanted to support me. Bad, because they sat together in the audience, often paying more attention to each other than to the play.
Though, every time I saw them together, I realized maybe it wasn’t so much “bad” as it was “weird.” I’d been with Jason for so long, it was still a little strange to see him with someone else—especially when that someone else was Natalie.
But deep down, I was able to wish them the best because deep down, all my thoughts were for Dante.
I missed him. I hadn’t realized how much he’d woven himself into my life until he wasn’t there. I counted the minutes in class until lunch, only to remember he wouldn’t be there at our table. I counted the cast before each nightly performance, always coming up one short. I counted the number of times Leo answered my question, “When is he coming back?” with “When he can.” It was more than I thought it should be.
***
I opened the door that night and grinned. Dante stood on the front step, his hands in his coat pockets, the collar turned up against the night wind.
“You’re back!” I said, flinging my arms around him.
“It’s good to see you too, Abby,” Dante wheezed as I tightened my hug.
“Come inside, it’s freezing out there.” I closed the door behind him and we stood there for a moment in the foyer, just looking at each other. I felt like I hadn’t seen him in forever and I traced his features with my eyes, relishing the familiar arch of his brows, the line of his jaw, the pool of shadow in the hollow of his throat.
“I’m sorry it’s so late, but I had to see you. I couldn’t wait until morning.”
“I’m glad you came.” I smiled warmly up at him. I led him into the front room. “My parents are out tonight, so I’m ‘baby-sitting’ Hannah, by which I mean she and her friends are downstairs watching a movie and don’t need me at all. I was doing some homework, but I’d much rather spend my time with you.”
Dante shrugged out of his coat, laying it over the back of the couch. I took a moment to appreciate the way his shirt stretched over his chest as he moved. Then he stripped off his gloves and set them down as well.
“I thought you didn’t want anyone to see those marks,” I said in surprise.
“I don’t want other people to see them,” he said. “I don’t mind if you do. I feel like I’m finally able to be myself around you and I don’t want to lose that. I don’t want there to be any secrets between us, Abby.”
“I don’t think there are anymore,” I said as he sat down on the couch next to me.
He gathered me up in his arms, cradling my head against his shoulder. I loved how we fit together.
“I didn’t have the chance to tell you before,” I said, gently tracing a fingertip around the scarred brands clasped around his wrist, “but yes, I believe you. About everything.”
“I’m so sorry I put you in danger like that,” he said quietly. “I didn’t know it would get so bad so fast. All I did the entire time I was on the bank was worry about you. I am so glad to see that you are all right. I would never have forgiven myself if I’d let you come to harm.”
“It’s okay,” I assured him. “I don’t know that I’d want to go through that again, but I’m okay. Leo said you told him where I was, how to save me. You shouldn’t have to apologize; I should be thanking you for saving my life.”
Dante closed his arms around me tighter. I felt him rest his forehead on the crown of my head. His warm breath flowed down the side of my neck.
“You can ask me anything,” he whispered. “And I will tell you the truth. Always.”
He was so serious, like a genie offering up three wishes. I hesitated, wondering what, if anything, I should ask.
I thought about everything I’d experienced with him on the bank. “Do you ever wish you could go home?”
“No.”
“That’s it? No hesitation? No qualifications? Just a flat-out no?”
“Some wishes are too dangerous to even contemplate. I have enough trouble keeping my balance here in the present. I can’t afford to divide my attention between wishing for the past and waiting for the future.”
“Still—seems like it would be nice to go back, to see your family again.”
“It’s nice to be here, to see you again.” He reached up, trailing his hand along my cheek. “Ask me another question.”
It was nice to be in his arms, no barriers between us, no secrets, just the truth.
“What does mia donna di luce mean?”
“Where did you hear that?”
“Leo calls me that sometimes. Why? What does it mean?”
“It means ‘lady of light.’ Why would he call you that?” he mused.
I shrugged, wiggling a little closer to Dante. “Maybe because I’m so beautiful—like an angel,” I teased.
“But you are,” Dante said, his voice serious. “You are exactly like an angel.”
“I wish. Angels are free, unbound by any rules except to play their harps and keep their halos polished.” I sighed. “Lucky angels. Which reminds me—” I slid my hand up and down his arm, relishing the shape of his muscles under his clothes. I didn’t want to let him go, but I did anyway, untangling myself from his arms and leaning away from him.
Dante looked at me in confusion.
“Leo’s rule number two,” I said with a resigned shrug. “Limited touching.”
Dante reached out defiantly and took my hand in his, twining our fingers together. I could feel the sweet sensation of his bare palm pressed against mine.
“I’m supposed to help you keep the balance,” I said, though I didn’t pull my hand away. I enjoyed the comfort of Dante’s closeness too much. “Leo said that was rule number one.”
“Leo is famous for his rules. What else did he say?”
“Let’s see, rule three: I’m not supposed to ask you what you see about me in the river—even though I’m dying to know. And rule four: I’m not supposed to go to the bank.”
“Ah. Those are good keeping-Abby-safe rules.”
“So what are the keeping-Dante-safe rules? I’m sure Leo has some for you.”
“He does. And there are more than four.” A small, rueful smile crossed his face. Dante tugged on my hand, pulling me closer to him. I didn’t resist. He slipped his free hand into the pocket of his jeans, withdrawing a small necklace. “This is for you.” A heart-shaped locket lay in the hollow of his hand like a miniature moon, the chain spilling over his fingers like falling stars.
My fingers traced the intricate pattern carved on the face of the locket. The metal was warm under my touch. I felt the tiny hinges along one edge. My curiosity was piqued. “What’s inside?”
“The key to my heart.” He sat me up on the couch, gently brushing aside my hair so he could fasten the locket around my throat. He placed a kiss like a benediction on the back of my neck, right where the clasp rested against my skin. “And a wish.”
“Can I open it?”
I felt Dante’s lips smile against my neck. He turned me in his arms, so his face was close to mine. “Not yet. I’ll tell you when you can open it.”
He closed the distance between us, his lips touching mine softly, hesitantly, then, as the world around us slowed, more insistently, until the only thing I was aware of was the shape of his lips.
The kiss left me tingling and trembling.
“Where did you learn to kiss like that?” I murmured.
“From you.”
“You flatter me.” I blushed.
“It’s the truth.” He winked at me. “I remember the rules.”
***
In the following weeks, we both remembered the rules. And we both hated having to follow them. We kept our physical contact to a minimum—holding hands, mostly—but a sparkling shiver seemed to have taken up residence underneath my skin. I felt it whenever Dante ran his fingertips over my arm or my hand or my face; I felt it in the absence of his touch, waiting, longing for him to return.
We spent as much time together as we could. He would come to my house for dinner one night; I’d spend the next Friday night dancing with him to whichever band was playing at the Dungeon. We became regulars at Helen’s Café, sitting in the same booth by the window where we’d had our first breakfast together. Dante started teaching me Italian; I took him to the movies.
More often than not, we’d have to cut an evening short so he could go back to the bank. It was harder than I had thought it would be to find the right balance of time we could spend together and stick to it. The worst was when he’d have to be away for a whole day. I would try to keep busy with school, or spending time with Natalie, or, once, even hanging out with Hannah and her friends when they needed another player for A&B Clue.
As bad as the absences were, they somehow made our time together sweeter, more intense. I treasured every moment.
***
One Friday night, Dante and I went to the movies and then to dinner. Nothing Italian, though. Dante said what passed for Italian food here didn’t taste the same way as he remembered it. We’d stopped for late-night Chinese instead. His fortune cookie said, “You are wise beyond your years,” which I thought was less of a fortune and more of a comment about his character. Dante just laughed, pointing out that now he had proof that he had more than five hundred years of wisdom behind him.
My fortune cookie said, “Remember June 4th. Great things are in store for you.”
“Now, that’s a fortune,” I said, holding up the slip of paper. “They never pin down a date. And I know this one will come true: June 4th is graduation.”
Dante popped my cookie in his mouth. “Ah, omniscience is delicious.”
I tucked the fortune into my purse and we laughed all the way home.
“See you tomorrow?” I asked Dante as he walked me to the door.
Dante paused. “Maybe Monday.”
“You have to go back already?”
He leaned in to kiss my frown away. “I’ll be back before you know it.”
I watched until his lights vanished into the darkness before turning and going inside.
I lay in bed for a long time that night, thoughts and memories roiling through me in a slow boil. Fragments of moments floated to the surface and I turned them over in my mind, trying to see how they fit together, or even if they did. I felt sure all the ragged bits and pieces were connected, if I could only figure out how.
Dante’s hands on my neck, tilting my face to meet his in a kiss that changed me from the inside out.
Zo, standing on stage at the Dungeon, drenched in light, casting a deep, impenetrable shadow.
V wrapping his strong arms around Valerie, turning her face to his, turning her body into his embrace, turning her away from me.
Leo’s gentle smile at odds with his words warning me against kisses shared at midnight and wishes made at dawn.
Sighing, I slipped from my bed and sat on the edge of the window seat, dragging the quilt from my bed and wrapping it around my shoulders. Leaning against the wall, I looked out into the night sky. The moon seemed so close tonight. The thin skiff of clouds drifted slowly across the sky like encroaching blindness across a milky, white eye. I knew it was corny, but I couldn’t help but wonder if Dante could see the same moon from where he was on the riverbank.
I smiled ruefully. Of course he couldn’t see the moonlight. I’d been there. I’d seen the vast emptiness and the light that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. I wondered once more how long he would be gone. All I wanted to do was spend time with him, and it didn’t seem fair that the more time we spent together now, the longer we had to stay apart in the future. If only there was a way I could reach him even while he was gone.
I opened my window. The cool night breeze breathed over me, drew soft fingers through the curtains and over my face. I closed my eyes, remembering falling through the river, the tingling sensation on my skin as the waters of time closed over me. I breathed deeply, half asleep, half remembering, half wishing.
I heard the wind whisper with Dante’s voice, so close he might have been outside my window or even inside my room. I smiled in my sleep—when had I fallen asleep?—and turned my face to the night.
“What are you doing here?” Dante asked, his voice drifting to me on the wings of a dream.
What was I doing where? I wondered. I was asleep in my room, dreaming, wasn’t I?
A picture filled my mind: Dante, standing so still on the riverbank I thought at first he was a statue—a carving left behind to mark the way, or to warn away unwary travelers. The flat light of the bank fell in strange angles on his skin, making the lines of his body sharp. His whole body was on edge. Thin. Tapering off into shadow—shadows that encased his wrists in heavy black bands, weighing him down, anchoring him in place.
It hurt my eyes to look directly at the chains on his skin. It hurt my heart to see him trapped and miserable. I opened my mouth to call his name, but as the dream unfurled its wings in my mind and the images and pictures became clearer, more defined, I realized Dante wasn’t speaking to me; he was addressing a dark figure who hovered at the edges of my vision.
“I didn’t think you liked coming here.” The words may have been spoken in Italian, but I heard them in English in my mind. And Dante’s contempt needed no translation.
“No one does.” Zo’s voice preceded his appearance in my dream. He strode into the scene like an actor commanding the stage. Heavy black shadows writhed around his wrists too, but, unlike Dante, Zo embraced his bands, wore them as a mark of honor and pride.
I felt a ripple of apprehension pass through me; I wasn’t sure I wanted to be anywhere Zo was. But this was just a dream, right?
It certainly felt like a dream . . . but with the promise of something more. It was like I was standing on a ledge and one more step would push me over, set me on the bank for real. I felt the edges of my dream bend and flex—and I mentally took a step back, staying safely on this side of the dream.
“Why are you here?” Dante clenched his fists and I saw streaks of red shoot through the black shadows, arrows of anger seeking a target.
“I wanted to talk to you,” Zo said. “You’ve been avoiding me.”
“We have nothing to talk about.”
Zo laughed, the sound cracking from his mouth and dying in the void between the two men. “That hurts, Dante. It’s important that we trust each other. You of all people should know the importance of trust. And the power of secrets.”
“What secrets?”
“A couple weeks ago, Tony was here when something unusual happened.” Zo moved a few paces closer to Dante. I noticed he didn’t leave any footprints behind him. “He saw you by the river.”
Dante narrowed his eyes.
“With a girl.” A sharp smile slashed across Zo’s face. “And not just any girl. Tony saw you with Abby Edmunds.”
Even safe in my dream, I felt a shiver when Zo said my name.
“Imagine that,” he continued, circling around Dante. “Abby Edmunds. Here. Because the last time I looked, she didn’t have a membership pass to our exclusive little club.” He grabbed Dante’s wrist, squeezing through the shadows to the skin beneath. Dante hissed in pain, the stark planes of his face pale and rigid.
“Let go of me.”
Zo stepped back, baring his teeth in a feral grin. “When Tony told me what he had seen, I had to ask myself, Why would Dante want to bring someone here?” He spread his arms wide, turning in a circle to encompass the entire void around them. He pivoted on his heel and placed his hands on Dante’s shoulders. “And then Tony told me the rest of what he saw.” Zo leaned closer. “Tony said he saw you and Abby walk to the edge of the river. He saw you push her in. And when the river closed over her, he saw something we all thought was impossible, something Leo swore was impossible. Tony saw a way back.”
A tick jumped in Dante’s jaw. He chafed at his wrists as though they still hurt from Zo’s touch. “I know what he saw. It has nothing to do with you.”
“Nothing to do with me?” Zo repeated, letting go of Dante in surprise. “A bridge appears, spanning the river—a bridge that leads to the past, to home— and you don’t think it has anything to do with me—with all of us? How long did you think you could keep it a secret?”
“It’s my secret to keep.”
“Keeping secrets is a dangerous business.”
“So is telling them.”
Zo acknowledged the veiled threat with a nod of his head. “How many of your secrets have you told Abby, I wonder? What did you tell her to make her willing to trust you? Did you tell her you loved her?”
Dante looked away.
“I see. Then you haven’t told her about Orlando? Or Sofia?”
He took a step toward Zo. “Don’t.”
“Interesting,” Zo said, amused at Dante’s reaction. “Secrets within secrets.”
“I suppose you don’t have any secrets.”
Zo laughed again, a harsh sound, brittle and venomous. “I have as many as you do. Maybe more.”
“Then you don’t need any more of mine, do you?”
“That’s where you’re wrong. Tell me how you did it. Tell me how you brought Abby here.”
Dante smiled and remained silent.
Zo frowned. “Did Leo teach you?”
“I think it’s time for you to leave.”
“What else has Leo taught you? What other secrets are the two of you keeping?”
Dante sighed, ignoring Zo. “I guess I’ll have to leave then.” He turned on his heel and took three steps away from Zo. Between the third and the fourth step, Dante disappeared.
Zo howled in rage, the roar impossibly rising in volume, impossibly expanding to fill the edges of the emptiness of the bank.
Then suddenly he looked around, his senses alert, his eyes darting from side to side, before they abruptly snapped into focus. I could see the fury etched on his face, distorting his angelic features. As our eyes met across my dream, I heard his scream of rage transform into a roar of laughter.
I woke in a cold sweat, the predawn sky the same flat empty color as the sky over the bank. Shaking, I ran to my door and locked it, pressing my back against the wood. I slid down to the floor, my mind still in a fog. I knew my fear was irrational—Zo wasn’t in the hallway, he wasn’t anywhere close to my house—but I couldn’t shake the feeling that when Zo’s eyes had locked with mine, he had seen me. Really seen me.
I realized with a rising sense of dread that what may have started out as a dream had suddenly become something more dangerous.



Chapter 21
Monday morning, I saw Dante walking toward me in the hallway, his backpack slung over his shoulder, as though his life was as normal as the next person’s.
My heart lifted at the sight of his tall frame parting the crowds. I’d been a wreck all weekend, barely sleeping for fear of having another dream that was more than a dream.
“We need to talk,” I said, my voice clipped and low. “Now.”
“All right. But first . . .” He brushed his fingers across my lips. “I’ve got a few moments to spare.” He bent down and kissed me.
I felt the familiar sensation of time slowing down around us, of my senses heightening and mixing. I could taste the softness of his lips, hear the clarity of his clothes sliding over his skin. I ran my fingers through the curls at the nape of his neck into his hair at the same time he slid his hands down to lock at the small of my back. His fingers left tracks of heat in their wake. He pulled me closer to him, just the two of us in a stolen moment of time.
But now was not the time for kisses.
I broke away, pressing my lips together and letting the taste of him fill my mouth before swallowing hard. He tasted of exotic places and possibilities.
“I feel like I haven’t seen you in ages, Abby.”
“It’s only been two days.”
“Two days too long.” Dante nuzzled at my earlobe.
I pushed him away, feeling myself blush. “Not at school,” I said. The few people around us were oblivious to our embrace. “We only have so much time together. Let’s not waste it.”
I felt Dante’s mouth curve in a smile against my neck. “I don’t think this is a waste of time.”
I managed to keep my eyes open despite Dante’s focused attentions. “Who’s Sofia?”
Dante’s lips turned to ice. Time snapped back into motion. I felt a hard and fast lurch deep in my stomach and blinked at the sudden jolt in my surroundings.
He straightened up slowly, his face carefully composed to reveal nothing of his emotions. “Where did you hear that name?”
Now that the moment was here, I wasn’t sure I had the courage to say the words to this sudden stranger who wore a mask of Dante’s face. I looked around, even though I knew no one was listening to us in the crowded hallway. And even if someone was, no one would know what we were talking about. “I . . .” I cleared my throat. “Friday night I dreamed you and Zo were talking on the bank.” I lowered my voice. “Zo said you were keeping secrets. He mentioned Sofia.”
“You dreamed this.” The mask remained in place. “Friday night.”
“Well, I thought it was a dream. But weren’t you . . . I mean, you were on the bank then, right? And . . .”
“You saw me—and Zo—in your dream.” He spoke carefully, emphasizing each word as though he might have misheard me.
I nodded. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I don’t think it was a dream exactly.”
Dante grabbed my hand and pulled me behind him, heading for the main doors. He muttered a string of vicious-sounding Italian words under his breath.
“Where are we going?”
“Leo’s.”
“But what about class?”
“I’ll have him write you a note.” Dante crashed through the doors.
He didn’t speak the entire drive to the Dungeon. I pulled into the parking lot and he opened the door and helped me out of the car. Once he had closed the car door, he grabbed my hand again and we quickly walked into the Dungeon.
“Leo!” Dante called as the door swung closed behind us.
I rubbed at my face with my free hand, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the dim light.
Dante muttered something under his breath. “Leo!” He turned abruptly and led me across the floor to the bar. He slammed open the door, but the back office was dark and quiet. Dante hit the doorjamb with his open palm. “Where is he?”
“Will you please tell me what’s going on? Why do you need Leo?”
Dante reached out and grabbed a set of keys from a cubbyhole on the desk. He pushed me back through the door and toward the glass cabinet of Leo’s curios. “You’re in danger, Abby, and it’s all my fault. I should never have taken you to the bank. I should never have told you the truth.”
“Danger?” I looked around as though a monster lurked in the corners of the room, ready to leap out and devour me whole, but there was only Dante, his chest heaving with his uneven breathing. His gray eyes were chips of ice in his frozen face.
“If anything happens to you . . .” Dante stopped by the cabinet door, the keys jingling quietly in his trembling hand. He shook his head once as though making a difficult decision, or dispelling a bad memory. He jammed the key into the lock and wrenched open the cabinet door, shaking the contents in his haste. A set of teacups rattled in their saucers. A porcelain figurine of a ballerina teetered on her pointed toe and crashed to the shelf in a shower of pink-and-white shards.
Dante pushed aside an obelisk of carved jade that stood next to the brass machine on the top shelf. He grabbed the brass box and handed it to me.
“What’s going on here?” Leo said, appearing suddenly in the doorway of the club, his arms full of groceries. “Dante? What are you doing? Put that back.”
“Abby needs your help, Papa,” Dante said, taking my free hand. “We both do.”
Leo’s forehead wrinkled as he frowned. He set the groceries down on the table nearest the door. He snapped the lock and flipped the sign to “Closed.” When he turned back to us, I was surprised to see the change that had come over him. Gone was the benevolent bartender; the man striding across the floor toward us was as regal and powerful as a lion.
In one swift motion, he took the keys from Dante’s hands and the brass machine from mine. He replaced the box on the top shelf and locked the cabinet, clucking his tongue at the disorder and destruction inside, and pocketed the keys. “Tell me everything,” he ordered, looking from me to Dante.
There was no question of disobeying that voice. Dante and I sat down at a table. Leo towered over us, his hands wrapped around the back of a chair. I didn’t know where to begin. How could I tell Leo I might have broken the most important rule he’d laid down? Thankfully, Dante spoke first.
“When I told Abby the truth . . .” Dante was barely able to meet Leo’s steady gaze. “I didn’t tell you everything that happened that night.” He swallowed. “There was a bridge. It appeared when I took Abby to the bank.”
Leo gripped the back of the chair so hard the wood splintered in his hand.
“Tony saw what happened and he told Zo about the bridge. This last time I was on the bank, Zo confronted me about it, demanding that I tell him how I did it.”
Leo’s mouth dropped open and he sat heavily into the broken chair. “You . . . saw the bridge?” He grabbed Dante’s arm. “What about the door? Did you see the door?”
Dante continued as though Leo hadn’t spoken. “I think that when I took Abby to the bank something . . . I don’t know, broke through, opened up. Changed. Things changed.” He glanced at me and then back to Leo. “I think Abby might be able to access the bank by herself.”
“What?” The color drained from Leo’s face in one instant.
“I didn’t mean to,” I whispered. “I’m sorry.”
Dante nudged me. “Tell him what you saw.”
I told Leo about my dream, every detail I could remember, every scrap of conversation, everything.
Leo seemed to age before my eyes. “Tell me about the bridge,” he said finally.
“It rose out of the river as soon as Abby passed through.” Dante’s face was grim. “And it led directly to the door.”
Leo flinched as though he’d been struck. “How long did it last?”
Dante weighed his answer. “It’s hard to tell. Long enough for someone to cross.”
“And now Zo thinks he can go back.”
“He can go back. If Zo opens the door and goes through . . .” His voice trailed off into ominous silence.
“Is that bad?” I asked. “Zo going back, I mean.”
Dante and Leo exchanged a look.
“It can’t be that bad, can it? I mean, wouldn’t he just go back to the same time as when he left?”
“The machine doesn’t work like that.” Dante fidgeted with his gloves, finally stripping them off in agitation. “When we passed through it the first time—from past to future—we broke the bonds of time. We were placed beyond the reach of time. But we’re still bound to the bank, to the balance.” He rubbed at the dark chains around his wrists. “It was da Vinci’s way of keeping us from permanently corrupting the river with our . . . unnaturalness.”
“But passing through it a second time—from future to past . . .” Leo shook his head, clearly unhappy. “If Zo travels through the door a second time, he’ll break the binding of the bank.”
“And that means . . . ?” I asked, glancing between Dante and Leo.
Dante looked at me, an unreadable expression in his eyes. “Without the necessity of balancing between the bank and the river, Zo could stay in the river without having to leave. Ever.”
“And he’d still be immortal,” Leo said bleakly.
“And invincible,” Dante agreed.
“But without any danger of losing his mind.” Leo slammed his fist onto the tabletop. “Going through the time machine once made him a prisoner . . .”
“Going through it a second time would make him a god,” Dante finished.
“Once he figures out a way to bring someone to the bank so he can cross the bridge and go through the door,” Leo said grimly.
Dante shook his head. “No. Once he figures out a way to bring Abby to the bank.”
“What? Why me?” I hated to hear the crack in my voice, but I could scarcely believe the conversation flowing around me.
Dante brushed my hair behind my ear. “There’s something special about you, Abby. I’ve always known that.”
“I’m not special—” I protested weakly.
“It was your presence on the bank that summoned the bridge and the door,” Dante reminded me.
“But Zo won’t be able to take me to the bank, will he?” I asked Dante. “I mean, you’re the only one who can do that, right?”
“I thought I had something to do with it,” he said gently, reaching out to clasp my hand in his. “But if you can go alone . . .” He rubbed his thumb against my skin. “Maybe Zo doesn’t need me. Maybe all Zo needs is you.”
I swallowed down a dry throat. The image of Zo’s face rose up in my memory. He may have looked like an angel, but I knew better. I opened my mouth to say something, anything, but Leo spoke first.
“He may need Abby to summon the door, but he can’t open it if it’s already broken.”
Leo’s chair scraped against the floor as he stood up from the table. Crossing to his glass cabinet, Leo unlocked the case and lifted out the brass object from the top shelf. Hefting it in his hand, he brought it back to the table and set it down in the center with a dull thud.
“I can’t believe you keep it out in the open,” Dante said flatly, shaking his head.
Leo shrugged. “I like to be able to keep an eye on it. Besides, no one but us even knows what it is.”
“What is it?” I asked, reaching out to touch the symbols carved onto the three notches of the brass square: a spiral shell; a half-sun, half-moon circle; a musical staff. “It’s beautiful.”
“It’s the hinge to the door of the time machine. Without it, the door won’t open. Not for Zo. Not for anyone.”
“Does Zo know what it is?” Dante asked.
“No—” Leo said at the same time I said “Yes.”
They both looked at me.
The memory was clear in my mind. “The night of the Poetry Slam the three of them were standing next to the cabinet, arguing about something. They were looking at this.” I brushed my finger over the hinge again. “I bet he’s known for a while this was important. He just didn’t know how important until he heard about the door.”
The three of us were silent for a moment, contemplating the consequences we faced.
“Leo, we have to do something,” Dante said, bleakly. “We have to protect Abby. We have to take her away from here.”
Leo’s face was grim. “You’re right. We have to do something.”
“What!” I protested. “I can’t leave. What about my family? My friends? I’m going to college next year—”
Leo held up his hand, cutting off my words. “Dante, we’ve both known Zo a long time and we both know that if Zo wants Abby, he’ll find a way to get her, wherever she is. Sending her away is not the answer.”
“Thank you,” I said.
Dante pushed back from the table, a wild look in his eyes. “I won’t let him have her, Leo—”
Leo grabbed the hinge from the table and slammed it to the floor, shattering Dante’s words into silence. One of the delicate prongs broke off with a discordant clang. Cracks spiderwebbed across the top of the brass case.
Leo looked down at the fractured remains glittering on the floor. When his eyes met mine, I recoiled from the darkness that filled them like storm clouds. “Like I said, Zo can’t open a broken door.”
Leo lifted his foot and brought his heel down hard on the edge of the hinge. The second notch fractured with an audible snap.
“No, don’t!” Dante yelled. “Wait!”
He grabbed the broken notch and examined it closely. Then he licked his thumb and brushed it over the half-moon, half-sun symbol on the end. The dark paint smeared.
Leo’s labored breathing was loud in the suddenly quiet room.
Dante looked up with horror in his eyes. “This isn’t the hinge, Papa. It’s a fake.”



Chapter 22
Leo sank into the chair, an old man again.
“How do you know it’s a fake?” I asked quietly.
“Because the real hinge was brass, the carvings were done by hand, and the machine was filled with gears and springs of da Vinci’s best design.” Dante spun the broken prong across the table. “This is simply painted yellow and brown and is hollow inside.” Dante dropped his head in his hands. “It’s a fake.”
“So . . . where is the real one?”
Dante and I both looked to Leo, who looked away.
“Leo?” Dante asked. “Do you have it here? Somewhere in the back room, or in the apartment?”
“No. If this is a fake, then the real hinge is gone.” Leo spoke mechanically, his face and lips the color of ash.
“Where is it?” Dark anger entered Dante’s voice.
“My best guess? Zo has it.”
A sharp zing raced through me, making my fingers and toes tingle. It felt like the room shifted around me, even though I knew I was on solid ground.
“How would he have gotten it?” Dante asked in carefully controlled tones.
Leo looked shaken. “The break-in.”
“What break-in?”
“You said that Tony saw you and Abby on the bank and that he told Zo about seeing the door. That was the same night I came looking for you on the bank and then went to the park to take Abby home. When I returned here, the back door was unlocked. At the time, I wondered if it had been a burglar, but nothing had been taken. I didn’t think something might have been replaced. I figured I must have left the door unlocked in my haste that night.” Leo paused, thinking. “Zo must have seen his opportunity and taken it.”
Dante was silent for a long time. I could see the cords in his neck tighten with the strain of biting back the words I hoped he wouldn’t say. He swallowed once, shaking his head, and said them anyway.
“Just so we’re clear—Zo knows where the door is and he has the hinge he needs to make it work.”
Leo nodded. “But at least he can’t summon the door by himself.”
Dante looked grim, his gray eyes the black-blue shade of rage. “Then I guess Abby is the only key he needs.”
***
I couldn’t stay at the Dungeon. I had to get away from the bleak helplessness in Leo’s eyes, from the even darker anger in Dante’s.
I pushed through the door, stumbling a little on the steps. I blinked in the bright sunlight—how could it still be the same day? I felt worn out. Wrung out. Washed away on a wave of rising fear. I took a few deep breaths, but it wasn’t enough to quell the panic. Neither was Jason’s counting trick.
I heard the door open and close behind me and I inhaled Dante’s unique scent the instant before he wrapped his arms around me. He gently eased me back against his chest and rested his chin on my shoulder.
“Essere calmo, Abby. Sono qui. Essere calmo.”
I didn’t know what he said, but the tone of his voice soothed my nerves.
“What’s happening?” I asked. “I don’t understand what’s going on. Or how I got involved—” I felt a sob in the back of my throat and closed my mouth around it so it couldn’t escape.
“I am so sorry,” Dante said after a long moment. “I have failed you.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I made you promises—to keep you safe, to always tell you the truth—promises I haven’t been able to keep.”
“When haven’t you told me the truth?”
“It’s what I haven’t told you.”
I half laughed. “You mean there’s more? Being a time-traveling criminal isn’t enough?” I felt Dante tense behind me, and I groaned. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to sound like that.”
“It’s all right,” he said. “I understand.”
I closed my eyes and sighed. “It’s just so weird, you know? When Leo broke the hinge and you said it was a fake—I swear it felt like something inside of me died. And all that stuff about Zo . . . I’m worried he’ll find me and take me to the bank anyway. And if he already has what he needs—”
“I won’t let him take you,” Dante said. “I promise.”
“How are you going to stop him?”
Dante tightened his arms around me, moving slightly so his forehead instead of his chin rested on my shoulder. I could feel his breath against the back of my neck, cold and trembling. “I don’t know yet.”
We stood together in silence for a while.
“Maybe . . . maybe it might not be so bad . . .” I said quietly.
“What?”
“Well, it’s just that . . . would it really be so bad if Zo left? If he went back through the door? At least then we wouldn’t have to worry about him anymore.”
I felt a stillness fall over Dante’s body.
“I would have done it for you,” I said. “If you had asked me to.”
“Done what?”
“I would have gone with you to the bank. Summoned the door. You know, so you could be free.” I tried to turn in Dante’s embrace, but he held me fast. “If Zo hadn’t stolen the hinge, that is.”
“If Zo hadn’t stolen the hinge, I would have broken it myself,” he said tightly. “I should have broken it long ago. No one should be able to go through the door a second time. Not even me.”
“Why not? I don’t understand why it would be such a bad thing. You said if Zo went through the door, then he’d be free of the chains that bound him to the bank. He could stay in the river. Wouldn’t it be the same for you? Wouldn’t you be able to stay in the river? With me?”
“Being able to stay with you would be my greatest wish,” Dante said, desire warm in his voice.
“Then why wouldn’t you want to go through the door again?”
“Because if Zo—or anyone—crossed that threshold for a second time, then the door would never be closed to them again. They would have access to any point in the river—to any time in history—and they would be able to actively participate in that time. Affect events. Change things. Know things.”
“So?”
“So, what if Zo entered the river at just the exact moment to prevent your parents from ever meeting?”
Goose bumps rose up on my skin.
“Exactly,” he said grimly. “It would be like dropping a rock into the river. The farther back you go, the more pivotal the event you change—the more events you change, period—the more rocks you leave in the river. And too many rocks in the river could redirect the river’s flow . . .”
“Or stop it altogether,” I finished. My mind shied away from the words even as I spoke them.
Dante nodded behind me. “That’s what I meant when I said he’d be a god. So imagine if Zo returned to a point in time, say, before da Vinci built his time machine, and destroyed the door . . . or even its maker? Can you imagine the kind of destruction that would result from a rock of that size?”
“But if he destroyed the door, then he never would have gone through it originally—to go forward in time—so he never would have gone through it a second time—to go back in time—right?” My head hurt from trying to think through the paradox. “Why would da Vinci build a machine with that kind of flaw in it?”
“He didn’t,” Dante said quietly. “I did.”
“What? You built the time machine?” I stumbled around the words, confused, feeling unspeakably grateful when Dante shook his head.
“No. I built the flaw.” Dante sighed, whispering his story to me like a confession. “Da Vinci often inserted an impossibility into his plans as a kind of protection for his ideas. If anyone tried to copy the idea, they’d copy the problem and it wouldn’t work.”
I heard the catch in the back of his throat.
“I had been up for days working on the plans, copying his scattered notes into one cohesive blueprint. I was so tired that night, I didn’t notice that I’d changed the hinge system so the door could be switched from a one-way door to a two-way door depending on which side you inserted the hinge mechanism. I accidentally corrected da Vinci’s intentional flaw—turning an impossibility into a reality.
“Once I discovered what I’d done, I tried to fix it, but I couldn’t exactly erase my mistake. I knew I’d have to redraw the entire set of plans—somehow do four days’ worth of work in one night—or . . .”
“Or?”
“Or I’d have to insert a problem of my own. I figured that would be just as good. After all, I didn’t really think the machine would ever be built. So many of da Vinci’s ideas were just ideas. He didn’t have the resources or the intention of building them all. I thought I was being helpful.”
“What did you do? How did you fix it?”
“What’s the best way of keeping someone from opening a door they shouldn’t?”
“You lock it,” I said. “And you throw away the key.”
“Exactly,” Dante said grimly. “Zo doesn’t know the door is locked. Yes, he has the hinge, but without the key, it’s useless.”
Sudden relief filled me up from my toes and leaked out my eyes in a swell of happy tears. I leaned my head back against Dante’s shoulder, drawing in a deep, cleansing breath. “Why didn’t you say that in the first place? I wouldn’t have worried so much.” I even managed a small laugh. “Can you imagine the look on Zo’s face when he gets to the door and realizes he needs a key?” I toyed with the locket around my neck. “It’s in a safe place, right? Someplace where Zo can’t get to it?”
Dante kissed me on the cheek. “My first priority is keeping you safe. The key doesn’t matter as long as you stay safe.” He turned me in his arms, holding me close for one more moment. “Come on,” he said. “I’ll take you home.”
***
I was grateful for every minute I could steal away to be with Dante. When I was with him, all my problems seemed smaller and more manageable. I wasn’t fooling myself, though; I knew my main problem was still Zo. And thoughts of Zo were never far away, mainly because Zo himself was often close by, circling around us like a shark sensing blood.
He, Tony, and V roamed the streets, trailing Zero Hour groupies behind them like stardust. Always in the vanguard was Valerie, holding hands with V or laughing at something Tony said or singing the chorus of a song with Zo. I’d see her from across the street and it would feel like I was looking at her from across the world. There were plenty of reasons for me to despise Zo, but I added one more to the list: stole my best friend.
Zero Hour still played a few songs on occasion, but not at the Dungeon. After everything that had happened, Leo wasn’t willing to let them back inside. One night we saw them at the park playing a simple set—V keeping time on a small hand drum, Tony strumming an acoustic guitar, Zo’s voice rising so high and pure it felt like it was holding up the stars. Part of me wanted to stay and listen even as the rest of me knew how dangerous that would be, how easy it would be to fall under their spell and follow them wherever they went.
Dante tugged at my hand and we slipped away from the park, driving through the darkness with the windows rolled down and listening to the wind sing us home.
We figured as long as I avoided Zo, surrounded myself with people who could protect me, and stayed away from the riverbank, I’d be safe enough.



Chapter 23
A handful of cars dotted the parking lot at Phillips Park; I pulled into an empty spot closest to the swings. I sat for a moment in my car, listening to the ticking and hissing as the engine settled into inactivity. A couple of kids ran past, laughing and screaming. In the distance, a family spread out beneath the pavilion, grilling hamburgers and passing the potato salad. A typical spring evening at the neighborhood park.
For a moment I wished my life was as typical as the ones I saw before me instead of being filled with time-traveling criminals and mind-bending explanations of reality. But would I really give up Dante to go back to my life the way it had been before? I sighed. Of course not. I climbed out of my car and crossed the grassy hills toward the swings.
Lately, I’d been coming to the park more and more often whenever Dante had to spend time on the bank. After what had happened a few weeks ago when I’d somehow dreamed my way to the bank, Dante had forbidden me from being alone while he was gone. He hoped that if I was around other people, it might anchor me to the here and now and I wouldn’t accidentally go wandering in places where I didn’t belong.
It had worked so far—no more unscheduled trips to the bank for me—but I thought it was more because I was terrified of running into Zo there alone than anything else. Just thinking about Zo’s glittering grin made me shiver.
I slouched into one of the empty swings and pushed myself up until I was standing on my tiptoes. Leaning back, I let go and felt the rush of air across my body, spreading my hair behind me like a fan. I watched the sky tilt upside down, the blood rushing to my head. Stretching my legs out as far as they would go, I pointed my toes and let my momentum slowly rock me back and forth. My thoughts drifted in rhythm, loose and aimless.
The sky . . . the grass . . . the river . . . the sky . . . the grass . . . the bank . . . the sky . . . the shoes—
Shoes?
A pair of sling-back faux-alligator shoes filled my upside-down vision.
I only knew one person who could pull off shoes like that.
“Hi, Abby,” Valerie said brightly.
I twisted my body upright, struggling to sort out the swing’s chains and keep my suddenly wobbly seat. The blood rushed out of my head, leaving me a little dizzy.
“I haven’t seen you around much lately.” Valerie sat on the swing next to me, crossing her ankles and smoothing her hands over her jeans.
I pulled my hair away from my eyes and into a tight twist, using the time to study Valerie. She looked different. And not in a good way. 
Yes, her hair was still perfectly styled, but she’d cut it short—a trimmed bob just above her ears—and the ends looked a little brittle, the color a little dull. The style didn’t suit her, either; it made her face look too round, too soft, too elastic. At the same time, though, her eyes looked narrow and pinched.
Yes, she was still dressed to the nines in designer clothes, but her dark green shirt hung a little loose on her frame, and her blue jeans looked a little faded, the cuffs fraying along the edges. Her skin tone wasn’t as bright as it used to be, and the bold colors she loved so much now made her look pale and washed out.
She looked old. Old and hard and used up.
“You’re a hard woman to find when you want to be,” she said with a playful smile, but I could see the shadow behind her lips.
“I don’t know,” I said carefully. “The people who are looking for me seem to be able to find me.”
Valerie laughed as though I’d made a joke. “I know, darling, you are so popular these days.”
I couldn’t tell if she was kidding or not. I didn’t laugh.
“Oh, honestly, Abby, lighten up.” She kicked up her heels, setting her swing to swaying gently. She closed her eyes and leaned back.
The soft light smoothed the lines away from her face, brought a pink shade to her cheeks, made her look more like the Valerie I used to know. I watched her for a moment, carefree, and remembered all the times we had played on these same swings over the years. I felt a pang inside my chest. I hadn’t wanted to lose my friend. Maybe it wasn’t too late.
“Sorry if I’ve been hard to find,” I said. “I’ve been a little busy.”
“I totally understand. Can you believe our senior year is almost over?”
I shook my head.
“I heard you got accepted to that college somewhere back East.” Her voice was light, teasing; she sounded like her old self. “You must be so excited. What was the name of it again? Emerson?”
“Emery College.” I remembered the first conversation we’d had about Emery. It seemed like a lifetime ago.
“So much for our big plans, then,” she said. “No boxer terriers for us after all.”
“Guess not.”
We swung for a moment before I mustered up the courage to say what was on my mind.
“So, I guess you’re still going on tour with Zero Hour after graduation?”
Valerie dropped her feet to the ground, dragging her heels. “What are you talking about?”
I slowed my swing to a stop and turned to face her. “Last time we talked you said you were ditching college to go with V—”
Valerie shook her head. “I’m over V. Honestly, Abby, where have you been?”
“You haven’t spoken to me since the play closed.” I didn’t try very hard to keep the bitter tone out of my voice.
She waved her hands as though my words were meaningless. “The play really stressed me out. I barely spoke to anyone. I just needed to take a break and regroup.”
“Uh-huh,” I said flatly. “So what happened between you and V?”
She rolled her eyes. “The same old story. The spark went out and we went our separate ways. I caught him cheating on me. He wanted to date another girl. Take your pick—they all end the same way. With me alone and heartbroken.”
She pulled back on the swing, gaining air beneath her feet. She didn’t look particularly broken.
“Anyway, I didn’t come here to talk about my love life.”
“Why did you come?” I interrupted before she could say anything else. She swung to a stop and looked at me with amazement.
“I came to apologize, darling.”
“To apologize,” I repeated.
“For the horrible way I’ve treated you lately. For ignoring my best friend in her time of need.”
“My time of need.”
“Of course. Everyone knows you’ve been dating Dante—and I mean seriously dating. You’re probably bursting with great gossip to share but haven’t had anyone to talk to.”
“Actually, I’ve been talking to Natalie—” I lied, wondering if Valerie would take the bait.
“And Natalie was the one who told me I could find you here. She said you and Dante had had some fabulously romantic outing for your first date—way back after opening night of the play. Can you believe it’s been that long since we’ve talked? Anyway, Natalie said Dante took you someplace out of this world. She said it was some great secret and that I’d have to ask you about it.”
Oh, Valerie, I thought sadly.
“So, come on, Abby. Tell your best friend everything. Let’s catch up, like old times.”
Maybe it was the phrase best friend that did it. Maybe it was the false brightness in her eye. Maybe it was the months of watching her pull away from her old life and her old friends to submerge herself without resistance in a new life with new friends. Maybe it was all of it, but at that moment I felt the sharp bite of anger latch onto my chest, crushing my breath in its jaws.
“Cut the act,” I snapped.
“What are you talking about?”
“Natalie didn’t know I would be here, so she couldn’t have told you anything. She couldn’t have told you anything anyway, because I haven’t told her anything secret about my relationship with Dante.”
“So you are keeping secrets about Dante.”
I didn’t bother to reply. Instead, I hopped out of the swing and started to walk away. My flash of hot anger had burned away, leaving my chest cold and full of ashes.
“Is it about where he disappears to every so often? Do you know where he is right now?” she called after me.
I knew exactly where Dante was, but I wasn’t about to tell Valerie.
“He’s there, isn’t he?”
My steps slowed, then stopped. I didn’t dare turn around, afraid of what I would see on Valerie’s face, more afraid of what would show on my own.
“Did Zo send you?” I closed my eyes against the truth I feared to hear.
I heard Valerie’s shoes crunch on the gravel behind me. I felt her presence close against my back.
“Tell me how he did it, Abby,” she whispered. “That’s all Zo wants to know. Just tell me so I can go back to my own sweet Italian boyfriend.”
“I thought you were through with V.”
“I am. Hard to believe it, but you were right all along. It’s not the drummer who controls the band—it’s the lead singer. It’s Zo. And I’m Zo’s girl now.” Valerie circled around to face me. “Just tell me what I want to know.”
I looked her in the eyes, hoping I would see the old Valerie in them, the Valerie I’d known since forever. But she’d spent so much time with Zero Hour lately that I saw only Zo reflected in her eyes—his emotions, his desires, his wishes. She was right: She was Zo’s girl now, through and through. She had become as dangerous to me as he was. I had to look away, my heart sore at losing my friend for the second time. I swallowed hard and summoned up my courage.
“No. I won’t tell you anything.”
I watched the change fall over Valerie’s face like a mask. Gone were the soft, round curves of her face, replaced with harsh angles and shadows. The friendly false light in her eyes snuffed out in an instant. Her red lips thinned like a wound beginning to clot.
“He doesn’t need you, you know. Whatever it is, I can help him. Ican take him where he wants to go. Not you.”
“You don’t know what you’re saying. You don’t know what Zo is planning to do.”
“I know he promised to take me with him.”
“What?” I forced the word through numb lips.
A satisfied smile curved her mouth like a bow. “He said that when he left, he’d take me with him. That we’d be together forever. That he’d show me things I couldn’t imagine.” She bared her teeth at me. “So I hope you enjoy your time with Dante. You’ll never have what I have with Zo.”
Then she turned on her heel and walked away.
I heard the familiar sound of Valerie’s Lexus roaring to life and then the high squeal of tires as she raced out of the parking lot.
She was in danger and she didn’t even know it.
I jogged to my car and revved the engine. My thoughts raced faster than my car did on the way to the Dungeon.
Valerie’s parting words simmered in my mind, which bubbled with questions and uncertainty. The bank was certainly an unimaginable destination, but somehow I didn’t think that was Zo’s intention. If he couldn’t get what he wanted from me, would he try to take someone else to the bank? Would he try to take Valerie? If he did, and if the door appeared for her as it had for me, then what? Zo still wouldn’t be able to open the door, so what would he do with Valerie? Zo wouldn’t think twice about leaving her stranded on the bank. And if he did that . . . well, the consequences didn’t bear thinking about.
I pulled into the Dungeon’s parking lot, not bothering to straighten my car neatly between the painted lines, not bothering to lock my doors. I ran through the door and past the handful of couples scattered around the dance floor. I maneuvered my way around the pool tables toward the long bar where Leo was busy mixing one of his signature Tropical Treasures for Lily. I slid onto the bar stool next to her, tapping my fingers on the counter.
“Hi, Abby,” Lily said.
“Hi,” I answered absently. I tried to catch Leo’s eye to let him know I needed to talk.
Leo took in my disheveled hair and flushed skin and nodded. “I’d be happy to help if you can wait a moment.”
As I nodded, he handed Lily her drink. “Enjoy. There’s a treasure just for you at the bottom of the glass.” He smiled at her.
“Thanks,” Lily said. Then she turned to me. “So, Abby, are you going to the Spring Fling with Dante this weekend?”
“Um, yeah, I guess so.” With everything else on my mind, I hadn’t given the dance much thought.
Lily looked around. “Where is he, anyway? I didn’t see him here, so I assumed he was with you.”
Leo and I exchanged a glance I hoped Lily missed.
“Oh, well—”
“If you see him, tell him I have those notes from math he asked to borrow.”
“Sure thing.”
Lily bounced off her seat, heading back to the table where Ethan was waiting.
I glanced around the room once, then turned immediately to Leo. “I need to talk to you.”
“So I gathered. You’re not very subtle—you know that, right?”
“It’s about—”
“Zo and Valerie.”
My jaw dropped open. “How did you know?”
“Dante.” Leo flipped a towel over his shoulder. “He’s been seeing some strange ripples in the river lately.”
“And he didn’t tell me?”
“I told him not to.”
“Why would you do that?” Even if Valerie and I weren’t friends anymore, I couldn’t just abandon her to Zo’s machinations.
“Because you’re in some of the ripples,” Leo said calmly. “And you remember the rules, don’t you?”
“I know, I know, I’m not supposed to know because it’ll interfere with my decisions, blah blah blah.” I slammed my hand on the bar, earning myself some strange looks from the other customers and a frown from Leo. “What good is being able to see the future if you can’t do anything about it?” I hissed.
“What would you do if you knew?” Leo asked.
“I don’t know—something!”
“What if that something was the exact wrong thing to do?”
“What if it was the right thing to do?”
“How would you know the difference?”
I ground my teeth together. “How would you?”
“Abby, I know it’s hard,” Leo said, leaning over the bar. “But the river is too volatile right now to know anything for sure. Until it settles down, or until Dante or I can make sense of what he’s seeing . . .” He shrugged.
“What am I supposed to do, then?” I felt tears of frustration well up. “Am I just supposed to let Zo have her? What if he hurts her worse than he already has? What if he tries to take her to the bank?”
“He can’t.”
“Oh, that’s right,” I snapped. “He needs me for that. Because I’m special.”
Leo spread his white towel on the bar with a careful hand. “Don’t discount yourself, Abby. You are special. And that’s why we will protect you—”
I opened my mouth, but Leo overrode my words.
“And we’ll protect Valerie to the best of our ability. I promise you, mia donna di luce. Please. Trust me. And if you can’t do that—trust Dante.”
I folded my arms on the bar and dropped my head on them. That was the clincher—I trusted Dante with all my heart—and I suspected Leo knew that.
“I’m just worried,” I mumbled into the bar.
“I know. You are a good friend.”
“I hope that’s enough.”



Chapter 24
Dante returned from the bank in time for the Spring Fling. Thankfully it wasn’t a formal dance like Valentine’s had been, so I didn’t have to worry about wearing the wrong dress. In fact, I didn’t have to wear a dress at all if I didn’t want to. The theme was April Showers and May Flowers, and the boys were all supposed to come as something water-related (whatever that meant) and the girls were supposed to come as flowers.
“Costumes?” Dante had said when I told him about the dance.
“They’re optional. But it’s traditional. Formal dances are Christmas, Valentine’s, and prom. Fun dances are the sock hop, Halloween, and the Spring Fling. Don’t tell me you didn’t go to dances back home.”
“Not in costume,” he said.
“Then think of this as an adventure.” I kissed his cheek. “So which flower should I be?”
He curled me close to his chest, nuzzling his face into my hair. “Mmmm, can’t you be all of them? My own bouquet of beauty? Like daisies opening their friendly petals.” He brushed his fingertips over my eyelids. “Or marigolds that burn like the summer sun.” He rubbed his hands over my back. “Or orchids—rare and exotic.” He traced a finger across my collarbone down to rest lightly on the locket I wore all the time. “Roses for passion.” He kissed me.
“You, sir, are too smooth for your own good,” I remarked with a fluttering smile, leaning against his chest and closing my eyes in sweet bliss.
***
I was remembering that kiss as we walked across the crowded dance floor looking for Jason and Natalie. Natalie had suggested we double-date, but that still felt a little weird for me, so I told her we’d just find them at the dance.
Dante, with his height, spotted them first. He squeezed my hand and then pointed to the far side of the gym, which was decorated with paper cutout storm clouds and raindrops and wallpapered with colorful flowers and green grasses. I stood on my toes, trying to see past a kid dressed as a shower—complete with curtain—and saw Jason’s familiar golden curls. We pressed on through a garden of girls in flowered dresses, past Poseidon with his trident, and paused while two storm clouds rumbled by (boys in gray sweats covered with gray cotton balls—pretty creative, I thought).
“Abby, you look beautiful!” Natalie gushed when we reached her. She hugged me and then held me back to look at my outfit.
I had come as a white rose: a full skirt layered with white lace, a pale pink silk cami underneath a sheer, short-sleeved blouse, Dante’s silver locket resting in the hollow of my throat. Dante had also given me a single white rose to wear in my hair. He said I looked like an angel; I felt like I was surrounded by a cloud of light.
“Guess what flower I am?” Natalie asked. I started to shake my head, but she didn’t wait for me. “A sunflower! Well, deconstructed, of course, I’m not tall enough to pull it off for real. See, here’s my ‘stalk’”—she brushed her green skirt—“and my beautiful petals”—a bright yellow shirt—“and the brown seeds on top”—she took off a dark brown hat that crowned her hair. “And here’s my sun.” She twined her arm around Jason’s elbow.
Dressed in tan slacks and a muted brown shirt, the only sunshine things about him were his golden-blond curls and his dazzling smile. That was enough, though; he and Natalie were a perfectly matched pair.
“Did you decide not to come in costume, Dante?” Jason asked.
Dante looked stricken. He’d agreed to dress up as long as he got to pick what he was going to wear. “I’m Charon,” he said. His dark pants and long-sleeved shirt didn’t look that different from the clothes he usually wore. Tied to his belt, though, was a bag filled with coins. He hefted the bag in his hand. “Charon—the ferryman who takes souls across the river Styx?”
“Right, of course, Charon—” Natalie started.
“And the river Styx,” finished Jason.
“It’s okay,” I told them. “I didn’t know who he was either, the first time I saw him.”
Dante shot me a dirty look and bumped my shoulder with his.
“Careful—you’ll muss me.” I pretended to pat my hair into place and we all laughed.
The music kicked up a notch, a wild beat that thankfully wasn’t from a Zero Hour song. Jason pulled Natalie to the dance floor; Dante glanced at me.
“May I have this dance, fair lady?”
I gave him my answer in a grin and we spun onto the floor that was already filled with light and color.
We danced song after song, filled with endless energy and laughter. We switched partners at one point—me dancing with Jason; Dante with Natalie—and then back again. The music took a breath and then released the soft melody of “Time after Time.”
“I love this song,” I said as we slowed our steps to match the languid pace of the jazzy cover by J. J. O’Hare. Dante enfolded me in his arms and I rested my head against his chest, lulled by the steady beat of his heart next to my ear.
As we turned in a circle, I heard someone approaching.
I knew it was Zo even with my eyes closed because the world tightened around me. It was like when Dante kissed me, but instead of a close and comfortable cocoon, it was a sharp-edged trap poised to snap shut.
Dante, ever graceful, stumbled a little as we slowed to a stop.
“Ah, so sorry,” Zo purred. “I’ve interrupted the lovebirds.”
“You shouldn’t be here,” Dante said. He deftly turned so I was behind him, still keeping me close to him but keeping everyone else at bay.
“That’s sweet,” Zo said. “Still trying to protect the weak and the helpless.” His eyes roamed over my face, intent and hungry.
“I’m not weak,” I said, proud that my voice held firm. “And I’m not afraid of you.”
Zo laughed, a vibrant roll of music. “There’s no reason you should be. I’m no threat to you.”
Dante narrowed his eyes. “I won’t let you have her.”
“I don’t want her.” He shrugged, a sly smile on his face. “She’s useless to me. But please, Dante, if you have found some use for her, then by all means, you should enjoy her.”
Dante, already on edge, tensed. I think he would have swung at Zo had I not been holding his arm.
Zo noticed. He leaned back on his heels, confident and strong, and folded his arms across his chest. The billowing sleeves of his crisp white shirt were folded back to display his chain tattoos. A bandanna covered his dark hair and a small gold hoop earring dangled from his left ear.
He must have seen me looking because he extended a bow in my direction. “The Pirate King, at your service. I just love costume parties, don’t you?”
The effect would have been comical on most men, but Zo wasn’t most men.
“Let me guess, Dante—you’ve come as Charon? Why am I not surprised that you stuck to the classics. I do find it rather appropriate, though. Charon was enslaved to the river, endlessly traveling back and forth on a meaningless, uninspired errand. While I am free to travel wherever—and whenever—I wish. Ah, the life of a pirate is truly liberating. I’d recommend you try it sometime, but unfortunately, there is only one key that can allow you passage to that life, and something tells me you don’t have it anymore.”
“Give it back,” I blurted, feeling my anger rising. “It doesn’t belong to you.”
“Ah, the rose has thorns after all,” Zo said, showing the points of his teeth in a feral grin.
“The door you seek won’t open for you,” Dante said quietly.
Zo’s eyes lit on me and I shrank back against Dante’s shoulder. “I don’t need it to. I just need it to open for her.” Zo turned, extending his hand, and pulled Valerie to his side. She squeaked a little as he tightened his hold and nuzzled against her neck. “My saucy little pirate wench,” he said, nipping at her earlobe.
I hadn’t seen Valerie standing behind him in his shadow, and I barely recognized her in the flickering light of the dance. She wore a black sheath dress, form-fitting and curving in all the right places. Elbow-length gloves encased her hands and forearms in black silk. She was a shadow in the night except for the sparkling necklace encircling her throat; I wondered if Zo could afford real diamonds.
“I’m not a wench,” she pouted. “I’m your belladonna.”
“That’s right, love,” Zo agreed. “My deadly nightshade.”
Valerie wriggled closer to him, placing her gloved hands on either side of his face and kissing him passionately.
I turned away, feeling physically ill to see them together like that. I wondered if she even knew I was there or if she only had eyes for Zo now.
“You wouldn’t dare,” Dante said. “You don’t know how.”
“Don’t I?” Zo asked, caressing Valerie’s arm draped around his neck. “Are you sure about that?”
“Don’t do this, Zo. Please.”
“What other choice do I have? You forced me into this, Dante. You and your accursed machine. I’ll die before I let you take this from me as well.”
“What if it’s not you who dies?” he asked quietly.
“Zo’s told me the risks and what might happen,” Valerie said, running a finger along the side of his neck. “And I’m willing to do it. It’s my choice.”
I highly doubted she had made that choice on her own.
“Why else would I have done this?” she asked, stripping off her gloves. Her pale skin flowed smooth and unmarked to her wrists, where she was cuffed with matching black chain tattoos complete with red lines of fresh pain.
“Isn’t it amazing what some focused attention and the right song can do to a person?” Zo said, a laugh bubbling underneath his words. He reached for Valerie’s hands and kissed her wrists, right then left. “She is the best thing to come along in a long time. I don’t know how I’d do this without her.”
“Zo—” Dante started, but Zo’s laughter cut him off.
The Pirate King gathered up his belladonna, turning on his heel. “I’d say I’ll see you soon, Dante, but if I have my way, I’ll never see you again.”
The shifting crowd swallowed them up, leaving Dante and me isolated in a pocket of disbelief.
I managed to find my voice buried beneath a tumbling mountain of fear and uncertainty. “Why was Valerie like that? It’s like she was someone else entirely. Like she was on drugs or something.”
“An apt comparison,” Dante said. “She’s been spending months with Zo and his friends. I fear she’s not the Valerie you once knew.”
“When do you think he’ll try it?”
“I don’t know,” Dante said. “It depends on if he really knows how to get her to the bank. If he does, then he won’t wait long.”
One song ended and another one started before I spoke again.
“Will she be okay?”
“I hope so.” Dante quietly wrapped his arms around me as the music thundered around us like a storm. “I hope so.”



Chapter 25
After seeing Zo at the dance, neither one of us felt like staying any longer. We said our good-byes to Jason and Natalie and bolted. The cool spring air felt like a soothing balm on my fevered skin. My mind kept repeating a dangerous couple of facts: Zo sounded like he knew how to take Valerie to the bank, and Valerie was willing to go despite the danger. The one fact I held onto was that Zo still needed the key. We could still stop him as long as he didn’t get his hands on the key.
Dante suggested we stop at Helen’s Café for a late-night breakfast, but I was too wound up to eat.
We drove home in silence, and he pulled Leo’s Mustang into my driveway.
“Dante?” I asked, my anxiety tasting like copper. “What has Zo done to Valerie? What was all that stuff he said about ‘the right song’?”
Dante rubbed his thumb against the back of my hand.
“They’re breaking rule number one: They’re deliberately upsetting the balance.”
“How? Why—?”
Dante gently interrupted my questions. “Do you remember what I told you about the pressure we feel? About how when there is too much, we have to go to the bank to burn it off? I’ve suspected for some time that Zo and his friends have found a way to . . . channel . . . some of that pressure so they don’t have to go back to the bank as often.” Dante’s eyes were serious.
“How is that possible?”
“Time may be fluid, but it still follows rules. I think Zo has figured out a way to channel the pressure through something structured—like a poem or a song. I think it has something to do with the rhythm of the words, the cadence of the voice, the counting of the beats.” Dante shrugged. “I wouldn’t have thought it was possible, but there is a lot about this that seems impossible.”
“Can you do it?” I asked, my mind tumbling with hope.
“I’ve only tried it once. At the Poetry Slam back in February. Just to see if I could. Just to see how Zo did it.” He looked away. “In some ways, it was worse than just going to the bank. I don’t know how he stands it.”
“How could it be worse?” I asked. “I mean, wouldn’t it be a good thing if you didn’t have to go to the bank all the time?”
Dante shook his head. “The balance is set for a reason. It’s to protect us as much as it is to protect the river. What Zo’s doing . . . when he’s redirecting the pressure—the time—back into the river, it’s like he’s creating a little whirlpool of emotion. The people who are caught up in the whirlpool feel a sense of heightened emotions—usually whatever emotion Zo is feeling at the time.”
I felt like a living cliché as a light went off in my head. “So when Zero Hour played at the Dungeon, Zo was feeling excited and energized by being able to channel away the extra pressure through his songs—through Zero Hour’s songs. And so we all felt excited and energized too, right?” I remembered so clearly that night when I’d first met Zo and what he’d said to me: “I thank you for your acceptance of me tonight.” Only now did I realize that what I’d accepted was a dose of his excess emotion. “And then on Valentine’s Day, he was angry with you after your fight, so then the crowd was angry too.” I shook my head. “No wonder everyone broke up that night.”
It all seemed so clear to me now.
Dante looked at me with a strange expression on his face.
“What? Did I say something wrong?”
“No, you’re exactly right. It’s just . . . every time I think I have you figured out, you surprise me.”
“I’m not that complicated,” I said, blushing slightly.
“Yes, you are, Abby. It’s one of the things I appreciate about you.”
“So if you knew what Zo was doing with his music, why did you let them play that first night at the Dungeon?”
Dante grimaced. “We didn’t know. Not until later. Not until it was too late.”
“And now it’s too late for Valerie,” I murmured. “She’s changed and it’s all Zo’s fault. He’s been dumping his”—I frowned in distaste—“leftovers into her for months. It’s no wonder she’s completely in thrall to his wishes.” I sighed. “He’s not going to let her go, is he?”
“Maybe he will,” Dante said, but he didn’t sound entirely convinced.
***
“So tell me how it works,” I said the next night as I sat with Dante at the bar of the Dungeon.
“How what works?” he asked, his attention focused on the papers in front of him. Leo was on the bank and the Dungeon had been closed all day. It was just the two of us at the bar—me munching on peanuts from a shallow bowl, Dante working on his history report: the inventions of da Vinci. I’d spent hours at the library researching for my report on Edison; he was writing his report from memory.
“It. You know—the time machine.”
Dante’s hand paused midword, the end of his “t” making a sharp line instead of its usual curved tail.
“Why do you want to know?” he asked quietly.
“Because you said you helped build it. I’ve never met anyone who’s built a time machine before. I’m interested.”
Dante set down his pen and closed his notebook. “You shouldn’t be interested.”
“Are you kidding me?” I dropped my handful of peanuts back into the bowl and shoved him hard on the shoulder. “The most important invention in the history of the world and the guy who worked on it is sitting right next to me and you tell me I’m not supposed to be interested?”
A grin stole across his face. “I don’t know if it was the most important invention.”
“It brought you to me,” I said. “I think that’s pretty important.”
Dante’s skin turned a dusky rose; he was even more handsome when he blushed.
“Tell me what you miss most about home,” I said propping my elbows on the bar, resting my head in the palm of my hand.
Dante shuffled the papers into a loose stack, his fingers fidgeting restlessly. The low glow of the Dungeon’s lights caressed his dark curls. He selected a blank sheet of plain white paper and rolled a pen between his fingers for a moment before setting the tip to the paper and beginning to draw. “The quiet,” he said finally. “It’s so noisy here. So much rushing around. Everyone is in such a hurry. Back home . . .” He cleared his throat. “Back home, the pace was much slower. There was more time for quiet. For thinking.”
“And what did you think about in all that quiet?”
“You,” he said, grinning impishly, his attention still on the paper.
I rolled my eyes. “Liar. You didn’t even know me. Tell me the truth this time.”
“I thought about my future,” he said. He kept his pen moving, fast and precise, drawing and sketching. “Though I never thought it would be like this.”
“Better? Or worse?”
He looked up at me then, laying his pen down on the bar. “Both,” he said, sliding his hand behind my neck and pulling me close for a kiss.
His lips were unusually warm but I still shivered at their touch.
“What did you think your future would hold?” I asked when he finally let me go. I settled down on my own bar stool, but I kept my fingers entwined with his.
He stroked my hair away from my forehead and I closed my eyes briefly under his gentle touch.
“Tell me about Jason,” he said quietly, picking up his pen and resuming his drawing.
“Why?” I frowned. I didn’t want to ruin the moment by talking about my ex-boyfriend. I tried to catch a glimpse of Dante’s work, but he tilted it away from me so all I could see was a series of connecting lines, right angles, and wavy swirls.
“Because we hardly talked to him at the Spring Fling and I’m curious about the man who’s known you almost your entire life.”
“Then you should ask me to tell you about my dad. He has known me for my entire life.”
Dante shifted next to me. “Eternity changes your perspective, Abby. Having been on both sides of the clock, I know how precious time is. How valuable. So what was it about Jason that made him worth so much of your time?”
Looking into those soft gray eyes I could see that Dante really wanted to know.
“Did you love him?” he asked me softly.
“Yes,” I answered immediately. I saw a shadow cross Dante’s face and hurried to explain. “Jason was—is—a great guy,” I started, feeling my way through the awkwardness of articulating things that I’d never voiced before. “In the beginning, it was just . . . I don’t know . . . easy to be friends with him. We grew up together. We liked all the same things.” A thousand memories flooded through my mind. “It was easy to be his girlfriend, too. I think everyone assumed we were dating, so maybe it was one of those cases where the perception became the reality.”
“Tell me what you loved about him.”
“I’m not really comfortable talking about this—”
He pressed a finger to my lips. “It’s all right. I can handle the truth. Tell me.”
I sighed and closed my eyes, thinking. “He always had a Plan B,” I said finally, opening my eyes.
Dante’s eyebrows drew close together.
“When I was with Jason I always knew that, no matter what happened, he would have a Plan B in case something went wrong. If the movie we wanted to see was sold out, he’d suggest going bowling. If the bowling alley was full, he’d suggest a picnic in the park. If it was too cold for that, he’d challenge me to a game of Scrabble.”
“I don’t understand,” Dante said. “You loved him because he had good social skills?”
“No, not exactly.” I sighed. “I’m not explaining this very well. Jason had a . . . a certain quiet quality about him. A confidence that came because he was prepared. For anything. He planned ahead. He thought through every variable.” I shrugged. “I liked the security. The stability. I never had to think about our relationship because I knew Jason had already done that. Like I said, it was easy being his girlfriend.”
Dante was quiet for a long time. The only sound was the faint scratching of his pen on paper. “Why did you break up with him?”
“Technically, he broke up with me. Stupid Zo and his stupid band,” I muttered ruefully.
“Zo’s interference wouldn’t have had any influence on your relationship if it wasn’t already fragile and ready to break,” Dante pointed out. “Why weren’t you happy with Jason at the end?”
“Because he always had a Plan B,” I said, shrugging again. “I know, it sounds all wrong, but it’s the truth. You have to understand: Jason knew everything about me; I knew everything about him. There were no surprises with him. Ever. Jason wasn’t a life-without-limits kind of guy. If something unexpected happened, he was right there to control it, organize it, classify it. The word spontaneous wasn’t exactly in his working vocabulary. For a while, though, it was enough. And then . . .” I waited until Dante looked up from his work.
“And then?”
“And then it wasn’t anymore.” I reached up my hand and traced his strong jaw. He closed his eyes at my touch. “And then I met someone else.”
“I can’t offer you the same stability as Jason—”
My hand slipped from his jaw to cover his mouth. “I only have so much time, you know, and I want to spend it with someone who is ready, willing, and capable of living without limits. I want spontaneity. I want surprises. I want to spend my time with you.”
Dante looked at me with those unfathomable gray eyes. I felt a smile curving his soft lips beneath my hand. He brushed his palm up my arm, curling his hand around mine. He gently pressed a kiss to the inside of my wrist, on the vein that pulsed with my heartbeat. His dark hair fell in soft waves over my skin.
“You are a gift, Abby. One I will treasure forever.”
I felt a wave of emotion rise up in me because I knew that when Dante said forever, he meant it literally.
He kissed my wrist one more time before releasing my hand. Reaching for his paper, he folded the drawing into thirds and slipped it into an envelope and then slipped the envelope into his notebook.
Dante’s low voice was a whisper. “Grazie.”
“For what?”
“For being there when I needed you.”
“Oh, well, in that case”—I smiled—“Prego.”
His eyes lit up at my rough attempt at Italian.
“I’ve been practicing,” I admitted with a shy smile.
“I’ve always thought Italian spoken by the lips of a beautiful woman sounds delicious.” He leaned close to me, so close I could smell the sweetness of his skin.
I closed my eyes, my lips tingling in anticipation, when the dull thud of footsteps sounded from the apartment upstairs.
I felt the air change as Dante pulled away from me, the kiss suspended between us.
“Something’s wrong.” He frowned and took a step toward the door marked “Employees Only” just as the door swung open.
Leo stumbled out, his hair slicked back with sweat, his eyes haunted. Tremors shook his body. His skin looked paper-thin, stretched too tight over his frame.
“Papa? Papa!”Dante rushed to Leo’s side, sliding under his arm to help support him. Together they managed the few steps to the closest table. Leo was mumbling in Italian, his words pouring out so fast it sounded like one long, endless loop of panic.
“Slow down, Papa, slow down. I can’t understand you.” Dante knelt by Leo’s side. “Tell me what’s wrong. Tell me what has happened.”
Leo took a deep breath and placed his hands on Dante’s cheeks. He spoke three words slowly and clearly. And in Italian.
Dante’s face paled beyond white. Even his lips turned the hard shade of marble.
I could feel his fear from where I sat at the bar. “What is it?” I managed to ask. “What did he say?”
Dante had to swallow twice before any words made their way out of his throat. “He said, ‘He’s taken her.’”
“Who?” I asked, though I already knew the answer. “Who’s taken—?”
“Zo,” Dante said quietly, his brittle voice on the edge. “Zo’s taken Valerie to the bank.” His words fell off the edge and broke in the silence that filled the Dungeon as the three of us looked at each other in stunned disbelief.
“You said he couldn’t do that. You said you’d protect her. What’s he going to do . . . ?” I didn’t want to finish the question; I didn’t want to hear the answer.
“He’s going to try to summon the door,” Leo said clearly, his voice sounding older than his age. “And when that fails, he’s going to kill her.”
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We have to stop him,” Dante said.
“I thought he’d stop himself. He doesn’t have the key . . .” I said, confused.
“The lock will stop him from going through the door. It won’t stop him from killing Valerie.”
The fear I’d managed to avoid all day returned tenfold.
Dante was all business. “What happened, Papa? What did you see?”
“I was preparing to leave when I saw them,” Leo said. “First Zo with Valerie, then Tony and V. They’re all there. Together.”
“What about the door? Did they find the door?”
Leo shook his head. “I followed them, trying to catch up to them, but you know how deceptive distances can be there. I stayed as long as I could—longer than I probably should have—but I didn’t see the bridge or the door. Not before I had to leave. I’m sorry, Dante, I had to come back.”
Dante nodded, gripping Leo’s trembling hand with his own. “I understand, Papa. Be calm. You’re all right now. You’re safe.” He stood up, pacing in front of the table, his head down, deep in thought.
“I don’t understand,” I said, crossing to Dante’s side and matching his pace. “Why didn’t he stop them? Why did he come back?”
“If Leo had stayed there any longer, we would have lost him,” Dante said quietly to me. He glanced at Leo, who was hunched over the table, his body racked with spasms. “It was a close thing, even still.”
My mouth went dry. “He’s not”—I mouthed the word crazy—“is he?”
Dante shook his head. “No, but he can’t go back to the bank for a while. It’s too dangerous for him and I can’t risk losing him.”
“What about Valerie?”
“I’ll go.” Dante didn’t hesitate. “I’ll bring her back.”
I gripped his arm, stopping him midstride. “Dante—” I hated myself for even thinking of asking him not to go. But I couldn’t help myself. Two emotions warred in my heart, each demanding dominance: gratitude that Dante would be willing to risk himself; fear that he wouldn’t come back.
“Someone has to go and it can’t be Leo and it certainly can’t be you.” Dante smiled his small smile he reserved just for me. “Trust me, Abby.”
“But it’s not just Zo—Tony and V are with him too. It’ll be three against one. And I don’t know if Valerie will exactly be willing to come back with you . . .”
Dante cupped my cheek with his hand. “You know it has to be this way.”
“I know, it’s just . . . I don’t want to lose you, either.”
“You won’t. I promise.”
“How can you be so sure?”
Dante brought his other hand to my face, tilting my mouth to meet his. His kiss was sweet and tender, but banked with a hot passion that warmed his lips and left me melting.
“Stay with him, Abby. Please? I don’t want either of you to be alone tonight.”
“Of course,” I said. “We’ll both be right here when you get back. Which better be soon, you know.”
“As soon as I can.” He kissed me once more—just a brush and a breath—and when I opened my eyes, he was already gone.
***
At Leo’s request I turned off the lights in the main part of the Dungeon. The stage and dance floor were silent and still. It was weird to see the place so empty.
I left the lights on behind the bar, though. A pale yellow glow reflected off the large mirror on the back wall, sheening the bottles in a rainbow of colors. I glanced at the mirror, turning my face to the light like it was the sun. The shadows behind me were reflected too. It reminded me of a golden river of light flanked by banks of shadowed night. My own reflection was lost in the shadows and I suddenly wished I’d thought of a different metaphor.
“Is he back yet?” I asked.
“It’s only been a few minutes.” Leo had stopped shaking, but his voice had lost its usual deep timbre. He sat at a table, his shirt collar unbuttoned and loose, his breathing slowly returning to normal.
“How long will it take?”
“As long as it does.”
I was filled with too much restless energy.
I puttered—cleaning, sweeping—in order to keep my emotions at bay: the fretting, the worrying.
“Is he back—”
“No, Abby, he’s not.”
“Are you sure we can’t help?”
“We can help by staying here.” Leo squeezed his eyes shut, resting his head in his hands.
I grumbled, but I knew he was right. I wandered through the quiet Dungeon, absently flipping chairs onto tables, dragging my fingers over the multicolored names on the wall. I saw Jason’s name. Natalie’s. Valerie’s. I traced my own name on the wall and remembered signing it the night Zero Hour had played. So much had changed since then. How much more would change before this night was over? Zero Hour’s name and logo looked like a scar burned on the wall.
“Abby. Please. Come sit down. You’re making me nervous.” Leo paused. “Or would you rather go home to wait?”
“No!” That would be even worse. There, I had no one who would understand. Here, at least I had Leo. And I had promised Dante I would wait for him.
I made my way back to the pool of light splashing down on the bar and sat next to Leo at the table.
“Dante’s been gone plenty of times and you’ve waited for him without complaint.”
“All those other times, I knew he’d come back to me.”
“And he will again this time.”
“But this time he has to deal with Zo.” I shook my head. “I only saw them together on the bank that one time, but it was scary how much stronger Zo was there. When he grabbed Dante by the wrist . . .”
“Dante can take care of himself.”
But I could hear the worry in his voice.
I offered him some aspirin for his headache, but he said it wasn’t that kind of pain. He said the only thing that would help was time.
“Has it ever been this bad before?” I asked quietly. Leo seemed to be feeling better, but I didn’t know how long it would take for him to fully recover.
“A few times,” Leo said. “Not for a long time, though. The last time the pain was this bad . . .” He shook his head.
“What happened then?”
“It was when I found Dante on the bank.”
I sat up, interested. Here was a story I hadn’t heard.
“I had gone to the bank. I was checking for newcomers. I never know when they’re going to show up, of course, but they usually arrive in the same place, so I make it a point to go there as often as I can—just in case.” Leo’s voice took on the cadence of a storyteller.
“One day—about a year or so ago—I found him. Fresh through the door. The air around him still seemed to echo with the chimes of time travel. I couldn’t believe it. When I approached him, his eyes were closed and I could hear him counting.”
I remembered Dante telling me about his journey through time and how he’d counted the steps into the future.
“I introduced myself and explained briefly about the bank and the river, about what he could expect from his new life. And then I brought him home.”
“Where he lived for a year before you let him come to school. Why so long?”
“Like anyone, it takes us time to acclimatize to new surroundings. Plus, I had to teach him the language, the customs. I had to arrange for his paperwork. Obtaining a driver’s license isn’t easy when you don’t exactly have a valid birth certificate.”
I smiled. “It sounds like a lot of work,” I said. “Why do you do it?”
“The gates of heaven have Saint Peter to help usher souls into their new life. I thought the door to hell should have someone too.”
“‘Saint’ Leo?”
He smiled faintly. “Something like that. I tell the newcomers that it’s easier all around if they think of this as a kind of afterlife. Their old life is dead and they are here in . . . well, it’s certainly not heaven. I like to think of it as a second chance—at life, at everything.” He shrugged. “I try to help them adjust. Help them follow the rules. Sometimes it works. Sometimes it doesn’t. Eventually, I let them go, hoping they will find some happiness.”
I felt a knot of emotion rise up in my throat. “Thank you, Leo. Thank you for helping Dante.” I brushed away the tears at the edge of my eyes. “I hope someone was able to help you the same way you helped him.”
“You are kind, Abby. But I was the first one. And God willing, Dante will be the last.” He said it so softly I wondered if he’d meant to say it at all.
“Dante told me a little of what it was like for him,” I said carefully, trying to coax Leo into further conversation, not wanting to scare him into silence.
Leo shuddered, just a shifting of his shoulders, a tightening of his jaw, an unreadable expression on his face—a reflex of remembered pain.
“How long has it been for you?”
Glass fell over his eyes as he looked beyond me. “I was born in 1480. They closed the door behind me in 1500. I was only twenty years old then.”
I did the math in my head but something didn’t add up. “So, you’ve been here just a little longer than Dante?”
A ghost of a smile materialized. “Oh, no, I’ve been here much longer than Dante. He’s only been here a year or so.”
“But if you left in 1500 and came forward more than five hundred years—”
The smile hardened into flint. “I only came forward one month.”
For the first time since Dante had left, my body stilled. I looked again at Leo, this time with clear eyes. He was old, yes—a mane of white hair, weary lines around his faded blue eyes—but now I could also see the ageless quality he carried about him as well. “You don’t look like you’re still twenty,” I said.
“I’m not. I’ve aged a little over the years.”
I could barely form the words. “So you didn’t skip those years like Dante did—”
“I lived them.” Leo nodded. “All five hundred and nine of them.” He rubbed his wrist with his hand, chafing his faded chains that were so similar to Dante’s and yet so different. “I’ve learned much and forgotten more. I’ve traveled the world. Seen things I’d never thought were possible. I’ve watched empires rise and fall. Survived war. Enjoyed peace.” His eyes looked far away. “It’s been so long since I’ve told the true story of my life.”
“We’ve got time,” I said.
Leo smiled sadly. “It seems all I have anymore is time and my memories.”
“Tell me the story, then. You already know you can trust me.”
Leo looked at me strangely, his eyes at once soft and scared. “I know, mia donna di luce.”
I recognized the endearment and I wanted to ask him why he called me that, but I didn’t want to distract him from the story.
“I first saw the door in December 1500. It had never been opened yet, never been tried. I stood before the door and saw equal parts redemption and damnation.
“Redemption because if I did as they wished—if I tested the machine—they promised they’d protect my family and clear my name. Maybe I could still be the hero my mother thought I was.
“Damnation because I didn’t really believe it would work—I mean, a time machine? It was impossible. But if by some miracle I did survive the passage, if I did return alive, it would only be to face the friends I had named as traitors and betrayers. I had no illusions that I’d survive their revenge.” He shook his head. “Sometimes I wonder if all this still isn’t some part of my punishment.
“But I didn’t have much choice. War and anger and fear make people do horrible things. I know. I’ve done my fair share of them.
“But, Abby, when I first met him . . . I thought he was an angel sent from God Himself to save us. He had a way about him, a charisma that was undeniable. And his voice . . . he’d say something and you’d just know it was true because how could something as foul as a lie come out of a face that fair?
“I learned too late how many lies he told.
“He said he believed in our war, but that we were on the wrong side. He said if we were true patriots—true sons of Italy—we’d do everything we could to end the war and bring victory to the other side.
“And I believed him. I believed in him. And so I—and others—followed him. We swore a pact, a bond of secrecy, a conspiracy of brotherhood.
“We met in dark back rooms, talking, plotting, planning. But it seemed like all we did was talk. Some of us were getting restless, wondering when our leader would channel his passion into action.
“I was perhaps the most vocal—demanding action, frustrated by our useless, childish talk. One evening I let my feelings be known, haranguing him endlessly.
“He cut my words off with a sharp smile and an envelope. Inside the envelope, he said, was secret intelligence he had obtained at great peril to himself. Intelligence that pinpointed the army’s next major offensive, the next attack that would come.
“All he needed, he said, was a volunteer to deliver it to the other side.
“Of course, we all volunteered, but when his eyes never left mine, I knew he’d chosen me. When he handed me the envelope, I thought I’d die of pride.
“There have been many times over the years—many sleepless nights since—when I wished I had died that night. Then I might have spared myself and so many others . . .” His eyes flicked to me. “Other times . . . I think my fate is what I deserved.”
I remained still, absorbed in the story.
“It doesn’t matter of course, because I didn’t die. I delivered the message—it was easier than I thought it would be—and returned to my brothers-in-arms, convinced I’d be hailed as a hero. And within our group, I was. We celebrated wildly that night, confident we had done the right thing.
“But when the battle was over and the dead were counted, I realized the people who’d died were people I’d grown up with. Neighbors, cousins, friends. People my parents knew. Boys as young as my brother. Boys who should have been playing at war, instead of dying in one.
“I realized I had done this. I had delivered the message that had doomed a generation of innocents. Their blood was on my hands. It didn’t matter which side was right, or even which side thought it was right. The dead didn’t care.
“Afterwards, I went to my brothers-in-arms and told them I was done—finished. He warned me I’d be killed as a deserter if I was caught. I shrugged. He said I’d be labeled a coward. I wavered. He said he’d kill my brother if I betrayed our conspiracy. I stayed.
“My brother was on the cusp of manhood but still very much an innocent. He was a thinker, a planner, a dreamer. He had been spared the soldier’s life and I wanted more than anything to keep him safe, to protect him.
“So I stayed. I couldn’t tell anyone anything without betraying the group and essentially killing my brother. I was trapped.
“When the next note needed to be delivered, there was no discussion, no debate, no volunteers. It was my task to do. My burden to prove my devotion to the cause. My chance to save my brother.
“But this time—for better or worse—I was discovered.
“I’ll admit I felt a certain amount of relief, even as I knew the dire consequences facing me. I was prepared to die—I think I might have welcomed it—but it was not to be. I was offered a deal. A bribe. A way out.
“Reveal the names of my co-conspirators and the judge would be lenient with me. They wouldn’t kill me outright but would instead give me an opportunity to redeem myself by testing a new and strange machine they had built.
“Refuse and not only would they kill me, but they would destroy the honor of my family. My father was a well-respected member of the community and my mother . . . how could I let my mother suffer dishonor for my mistakes? And how hard could the test be? It seemed like such an innocuous request.
“So, to save my family, I agreed. I told them the names. I was given my instructions. One month, they said. They would send me one month into the future. And then, after that month had passed, they would open the door again. If I was still alive, they’d let me go and declare me a hero. I’d be exiled, of course. It wouldn’t do to have a supposedly dead war hero wandering around town. But if, after one month, I wasn’t alive, well, at least they had their names—a list of traitors on whom they could continue to test the machine.”
Leo stood up from the table and stumbled to the bar, pouring himself a glass of water.
My own mouth felt dry after listening to his story. “Then what happened?”
Leo drained his drink and pressed the empty glass against his forehead. “Then the time machine happened. Then five hundred years passed by.” He refilled his water glass. “Then I found Dante on the bank. The one person I thought I’d never see again. Especially not there. Not then.”
“You’d met him before?”
“You could say that.” Leo closed his eyes and turned away from me.
“Dante never mentioned it. When did you meet him?”
“The last time I saw Dante di Alessandro Casella was the day I headed off to war. I told him to listen to our parents and to behave himself at da Vinci’s studio.”
The truth of Leo’s words crashed over me, sending shivers through my body. I wondered if I was the one going crazy instead of Leo.
“Your parents?” My voice sounded faraway to my own ears, drowned out by the echo of Dante’s voice somehow telling me the other side of this same story: My brother died in the war. He was a hero. I wanted to be just like him once.
Leo turned to face me again. “Dante may have told you his secrets, but he doesn’t know this one. This one is mine to tell.” His voice cracked. “Long ago, in my other life, I was named Orlando di Alessandro Casella.”
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You’re Dante’s . . . brother?” My thoughts stalled on this one fact. The more I thought about it, the larger it grew in my mind until it was all I could think about, all I could say. “Why haven’t you told him?”
“What good would it do? He believes the story that I died a hero in the war. Why would I want to take that away from him?” Leo looked down at his hands. “Why would I want him to know what I’ve done or to see what I’ve become?”
“He’d want to know,” I insisted. “He deserves to know.”
Leo shook his head. “Some secrets are best kept secret.”
“And some secrets are more valuable when they’re finally told,” a melodic voice sang out of the darkness by the front door.
I whirled around, my heart in my throat, my palms slick with sweat. What was Zo doing here? I scanned the darkness, looking for Dante, but all I could see in the glow of golden light from above the bar were the frosted white tips of Zo’s hair and the gleam of his teeth bared in a wicked grin.
“So the famous Leo is really just the coward Orlando. That is a useful bit of information to know.”
“You’re not welcome here, Lorenzo,” Leo thundered, a spark of his old fire back in his voice. “Not after what you’ve done.”
“You don’t know the half of what I’ve done.” Zo sauntered fully into the light. “But I didn’t come to compare stories and battle for bragging rights.” He held up a ring of small keys, jingling them in his hand. “You really shouldn’t leave your doors unlocked. Why, just anyone could walk right in and steal a set of keys, replace them with copies, and you’d never know the difference.”
I took a few steps into the shadows, still hoping to find Dante. If Zo was here, then where was Dante? Had he saved Valerie? Was he even now taking her home and to safety?
“Why did you come?” Leo demanded.
Zo tucked the keys into his pocket. “I seem to have run into a slight snag with my plans.”
“And you honestly thought we’d help you?”
“Oh, no, of course not.” Zo perched elegantly on a bar stool, leaning his back against the bar and propping one foot on his knee. “When Dante showed up on the bank, I was pretty sure he wasn’t there to help me.” His eyes froze me in place. “But that doesn’t mean he hasn’t proven to be very helpful after all.”
“He would never help you—” I said fiercely.
“Yeah, see, here’s the thing, Abby. Dante’s no match for me on the bank. And when it came right down to it, he didn’t have much choice. Just like you don’t have much choice right now either.”  
“What do you mean?” He couldn’t mean that Dante was dead, could he? I didn’t breathe.
Zo dropped his foot to the floor, leaning forward to rest his forearms on his knees. “Shall I make this easy for you, Abby? Come with me back to the bank, or I’ll destroy Dante. Completely. Utterly. Finally.” He spread his hands and grinned at me. “It’s your choice.”
It was no choice and Zo knew it.
I told myself that Zo had to be lying. It wasn’t possible that he could destroy Dante like he threatened. He couldn’t have that much power. He was bluffing.
I walked up to him, my body trembling with an emotion I didn’t dare name in case it was fear. I stopped in front of him, studying his hooded eyes, his self-satisfied grin, the black tattoos that marked him a criminal and a traitor. Dante had been marked the same way, but he was the innocent one. I decided my emotion couldn’t possibly be fear.
“Dante was sent through the time machine because of you,” I said, tasting the metallic tang of truth and anger on my tongue. “You said he was guilty when he wasn’t.”
I slapped Zo across the face. Hard. My hand flared red, tingling with my righteous anger.
Zo looked back at me, rubbing his cheek. His grin was still firmly in place.
I lifted my hand to hit him again, but he caught my wrist. I curled my fingers into a fist, struggling to break free.
He tightened his callused fingertips around the delicate bones in my wrist. He brought his mouth close to my fist, his lips not quite touching my skin. “Such passion,” he said. “How refreshing.”
“Let her go,” Leo said, pulling Zo’s hand away while Zo laughed.
I glared at Zo, rubbing the circulation back into my hand.
Leo took my place in front of him. “Is that true? Dante is here because you told them he was one of us?”
“You told them my name. I told them Dante’s,” Zo said, shrugging as though it made perfect sense. “I warned you what would happen if you betrayed us, if you told our secrets.” Zo’s eyes glittered. “None of this would have happened if you had just followed the rules.”
“That’s not true,” I snapped at him. “This is all your fault.”
“Fault?” Zo jumped to his feet and trained his furious eyes on mine. “If you want to lay blame, look there, Abby. Look to Leo. We’re all here because of his actions. We’re all paying the price for his cowardice and his fear. I’m just trying to set right what he caused to go wrong.”
“You lying—” I started, but Leo’s soft voice covered my words.
“You’re right, Zo. I made a mistake—more than one—but I have been trying to atone for them ever since.”
“That’s not good enough, old man,” Zo barked, pushing Leo in the chest. “Your apology is way too little, way too late.”
Leo stumbled back a step. I grabbed his arm to help steady him. “I helped you when you and your friends came through the door. I helped you even though I knew who you were and what you’d done.”
“And you think that makes you some kind of hero? That we’re somehow indebted to you?”
“No—” Leo started.
“Then stop interfering. If you were smart, you’d stay out of my way.”
He shook his head. “I can’t do that.”
“I warned you,” Zo said.
“Stop it! Both of you!”
Leo looked at me with confusion, Zo with anticipation.
It seemed like forever ago that Leo had spoken to me about the four rules: the rules to keep me safe. But how could I stay safe while people I loved were in danger?
I’d thought my way through a hundred different scenarios, trying to find a loophole in the choice Zo had presented me. But I couldn’t see any way out. Valerie was likely still trapped on the bank. Zo was holding Dante hostage. Leo couldn’t go without risking his own sanity. There was no one else but me. In truth, I didn’t have any choice. I didn’t want to make any other choice. Dante needed my help. I couldn’t leave him, abandon him. I didn’t want to. I was his Beatrice.
“I’ll go,” I said quietly.
“Abby—” Leo reached for my arm, but I stepped away from him. I had made my decision, but it was fragile and I couldn’t risk Leo talking me out of it. My red-hot flare of anger had faded into an ember of weary resolve.
“I have to. It’s the only way.” I took a deep breath and took a step toward Zo.
Victory gleamed in his eyes.
Then Leo pushed me aside and swung his fist at Zo’s jaw.
I heard the crack of bone against bone and Zo fell, hitting his head on the edge of the bar on his way to the ground.
Startled, I looked at Leo, my mouth open in surprise.
Leo cradled his right hand with his left, pain drawing deep lines on his face. “Go!” he barked. “I’ll take care of Zo. Go, now, while there is still time.”
“Go where?” I asked, looking over my shoulder at the door.
“To the bank. Go. Save Valerie. Save Dante.” He placed his good hand on my shoulder and squeezed gently. “Set my brother free.”
I nodded, my blood pounding with adrenaline. I felt the sharp flare of hope behind my heart and grinned.
Leo fished out the set of keys from Zo’s pocket and nodded toward the “Employees Only” door. “Lock it behind you. And whatever happens, don’t come downstairs. Don’t open the door. Dante’s room is on the left if you need a quiet place to concentrate.” Leo pushed the keys into my hand. “You can do this, Abby. I trust you.”
I took a last look at Zo, still on the floor, waiting to see if he would move; then I spun on my heel and ran for the door.
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I locked the door with hands that shook. My whole body shook. I could almost feel the passage of time flowing against my skin. Every heartbeat simply counted one more second of the head start that I was losing.
I took the stairs two at a time. I pushed into the first room on my left and slammed the door behind me. Pressing my back against the wood, I took in Dante’s room with one glance.
A bed pushed into the far corner. A closet. A bookcase filled with papers, books, and odds and ends. I wanted to look at everything, examine every inch, riffle through his books, open his closet and breathe in the scent of him that surely lingered on his clothes.
But I didn’t have time.
I closed my eyes and tried to remember what I had done before to make it to the bank. I thought back to that night in the clearing when Dante had held my hand and . . . and . . . What exactly had he done?
I tried to reconstruct the night in my mind but kept stumbling over the tactile memory of his hand around mine. How his long fingers twined with mine. How perfectly they fit together. How . . . it was no use.
I shook my head in frustration.
What about the night I had dreamed my way there? I laughed in despair. I wasn’t exactly capable of falling asleep at the moment.
I felt tears prickling in my eyes. Time was running out. If I didn’t figure something out—and soon—Zo would recover from Leo’s knockout punch. And when he did, it would only take him an instant to make good on his promise, and Dante would be lost to me forever. I recognized the irony and grimaced. Dante was trapped in a place outside of time, and yet I still had only so much time to spare before it would be too late. Too late to save Valerie from certain death. Too late to save Dante from the insanity that threatened him every time he set foot on the bank of the river.
How could we have underestimated Zo so badly?
I paced Dante’s room, prowling like a caged animal but feeling more like a mouse than a tiger or a lion.
Maybe that was it. Maybe I should be thinking of how to slide past, slide in, instead of barging in with a frontal assault.
What was it Dante had said once? That stepping out of the river and onto the bank was like sliding in between the moments of time.
That was the key. In between. After all, between the notes of song lived the melody. Between the particles of light shone the dawn. Between the words spoken breathed the creation of life.
Maybe I could slide between . . .
I lay down on his bed, forcing myself to relax. It was hard—my heart kept skipping beats, slowing down, only to speed up again.
I tried Jason’s counting trick, then counting my heartbeats in between my breaths. Counting the pulse of blood in my fingers and toes. Counting the stars I could see from the curved window high on the wall. Counting the spaces between the stars.
So slowly, too slowly, I felt my surroundings start to fade.
I kept counting the spaces between, afraid I would lose my own focus, lose track of where I was, where I wanted to be. Afraid I’d lose Dante.
The silence deepened around me, thick and heavy. I heard a low ringing begin deep inside my inner ear, a straining to hear something. But there was nothing to hear. Not my breath, not my heartbeat, not the whispered numbers that fell from my lips like a prayer. Everything faded away.
I knew before I opened my eyes that it had worked.
I could feel the pressure clamping down on my lungs. The silence that had been soft as a winter snowfall turned sharp and painful. Still I hesitated opening my eyes. What if I’d made it, but not to where Dante was? I knew the answer before I even finished asking myself the question.
If I opened my eyes and Dante wasn’t there, I’d die. I couldn’t survive without him to protect me in this place. Burning fire blazed through my lungs, scorching what little breath remained in me.
I felt a kiss pressed to my mouth, rough and perfunctory. Dante never kissed me like that. His kisses were soft and sharing. I opened my eyes—and recoiled when I saw V leaning over me.
He pulled away from me but kept his hand clamped around my arm.
“So nice of you to join us, Abby,” Tony said from behind him, a malicious twist to his lips.
I looked around quickly. The churning flood of the river surged close by us but there was no sign of Zo. Not yet.
No sign of Dante, either, but then I saw a shape a short ways in the distance next to the river. A lithe, willowy figure stepping lightly, bending low, reaching out, reaching up. It looked like she was picking nonexistent flowers, or perhaps dancing. The person turned and I saw her face clearly.
Valerie still wore her deadly nightshade dress, though without the gloves or her shoes. The darkness of her dress hurt my eyes. The bright emptiness in her face hurt my heart even worse.
When she saw me, she danced barefoot over the flat ground of the bank until she had reached V’s side.
“You brought me a doll to play with!” she said, clapping her hands together like a small child. “Oh, she’s pretty. I like her hair.” She frowned. “I hope I have some dress-up clothes to fit her.” She twirled, her arms extended high above her head. “I wonder what I should name her?”
She saw Tony standing nearby and ran to him, asking him if he had any ribbons in his pockets.
I locked eyes with Tony, horror clogging my thoughts, blurring the edges of my vision.
“What have you done to her?”
“Oh, it’s not what we’ve done to her, it’s what the bank has done to her.” Tony shrugged. “It turns out not everyone is as well suited to visiting here as you are. Valerie’s mind seems to have cracked under the pressure.”
This must have been the “slight snag” Zo had mentioned so casually. I felt my hate for him flare up in a welcome pain. I would make him pay for this. For everything.
I shook free of V’s grip and took a step toward Valerie, unsure of what I could do to help, but knowing I couldn’t stand to see her like this.
A sharp report cracked behind me and I turned to see Zo standing on the bank. Fury surrounded him like a storm. Heat fairly crackled off his skin. He rubbed his jaw, and I suspected it had already healed from the blow Leo had given him.
My heart sank. I had almost made it. I’d beaten him to the bank, but not fast enough.
Without breaking his gaze from me, Zo barked something in Italian to V, who nodded and grabbed Valerie by her arm.
“Oh, are we going to a party?” she asked. “I like parties. Should I bring my dolly?”
V walked her to the edge of the river and shoved her in. She was gone midword.
I hoped she landed somewhere—some when—safe.
“There. That’s done. Now we can get down to business.” Zo stepped to the side.
I finally saw Dante. He was crouched on his knees, his hands covering his face, shaking with barely controlled emotion. Rage? Sorrow? Fear? It was hard to tell.
“Dante!” His name burst from my lips automatically. I took a step toward him, but Tony grabbed me and held me back. His hand cut off the circulation to my fingers.
“He can’t hear you, Abby.” Zo walked toward me, a dark light in his eyes, his casual cruelty replaced with something more focused. “In fact, he can’t do anything here. Not unless I say so.”
“Let him go!” I demanded.
“We all have our little tricks here,” Zo said, ignoring me. “Did you know Dante can see the future? It’s too bad he didn’t see this coming. V has an uncanny sense of direction here. And Tony swears he can hear echoes of the past.” He smiled coldly at me. “My little talent here is that I can enhance emotions—grant pleasure or pain.”
Zo pointed a finger at Dante and then flicked it upright. Dante’s head snapped back as though it had been tied to a string. Zo curled his finger and Dante’s neck bent backward, straining to obey Zo’s command even though he couldn’t move another inch.
I shivered to see Dante’s throat so exposed, so vulnerable.
Zo dropped his hand, and Dante’s head followed suit.
I tried to catch his eye, to make sure he knew I was there, but Dante wouldn’t—or couldn’t—look at me. He hid his face behind his hands, his black chains stark against his pale skin.
I gasped as I realized I’d seen Dante like this before. The first time I had traveled to the bank, the first time I had looked in the river, I had seen this exact moment. Was it possible? Had I really seen the future back then? I ground my teeth in frustration. If only I had looked a little further downstream, maybe I’d have seen how to stop Zo.
“What do you want?”
Zo grinned over sharp teeth. “I want my life back. And lucky for me, you are the one who can give it to me.”
“I can’t—” I started, but then stars sparked in my vision as Zo slapped me across the face. I felt my lips start to swell and tasted blood in the corner of my mouth. The ringing in my ears sounded even louder in the deafening silence around me.
“Don’t be stupid. It’s you. It’s always been you.” Zo trailed his fingertip down my cheek. “Because you, sweet Abby, are special.” He shook his head sadly. “All that time wasted on your useless friend, when I should have been pursuing you.”
I recoiled from his touch, turning my head away.
Zo glanced at Tony, who immediately stepped to flank V, who was guarding Dante at the edge of the riverbank behind us. Zo moved closer, intimate. “I’m surprised Dante didn’t figure it out. Or maybe he did, but it was too late. You bring part of the river with you wherever you go. Even here. But of course, there’s no time here on the bank, is there?” Zo spoke to me like I was a small child and I bristled at his tone. He saw my discomfort and grinned. “It’s like oil and water—the river and the bank will never mix. But here you are, sweet Abby, with your special touch of time, and something’s got to give.”
A light bloomed in Zo’s dark eyes, and I turned to see what had entranced him.
A slender bridge spanned the river. The path lacked railings or supports of any kind; I wondered if anyone could realistically cross that narrow walkway without falling off. The bridge arched high above the river, and I shuddered to think of falling from that height. I followed the curve to where it ended on the other side of the river and my breath froze in my body.
At the foot of the bridge was a flat black door, freestanding in the void. Even from here I could see the markings on the door: stars, a wave, a shell. An hourglass in the middle, the top bulb empty while a mound of sand completely filled the bottom bulb. Three narrow slots where the hinges would pivot, allowing the door to open to the past or the future.
The void shimmered along the edges of the door frame like water. I couldn’t concentrate on it for long without my eyes starting to well up against the unnaturalness of it all.
My whole body flashed cold. My teeth started to chatter and I shook so hard I could feel myself vibrating in Zo’s hand. I had seen this door somewhere before.
“Ah, Abby,” Zo murmured, “it’s perfect.”
I shook my head and looked away. “It’s horrible.”
“It’s the way home,” he said.
Tony and V exchanged a hungry grin above Dante’s head.
“You can’t go back. You were sent through the time machine for a reason and you can’t go back. Any of you.” I knew I was babbling, mixing truth with lies, but I couldn’t seem to stop the words from spilling out. Anything to keep from looking at the door.
“Leo may have said that, but we both know he has been keeping secrets.”
I looked helplessly at Dante, wishing he would stand up and stop Zo, but if he knew the door was there and what Zo planned to do, he gave no sign.
“You can’t open it,” I blurted. “The door is missing a piece—”
Zo tightened his grip around my arm, a feral smile peeling back his lips. “You mean this piece?” He held out his hand, and Tony placed the three-pronged brass machine into his palm.
He gripped the two ends of the machine and pulled. The long side grew longer like a blade being unsheathed. Longer and longer the hinge unfolded until, instead of a compact letter E, the hinge had expanded to be tall enough to fit the empty notches carved into the door.
No one else seemed to hear the clear high note that shivered like a bell in the flat air of the bank. I heard the beginning of a quiet melody playing deep in my ear. It was a melody I almost recognized, a shiver just on the edge of my memory. I was sure I had heard it before. But where? When?
“Do you have any idea how special you are, my sweet Abby? You can come to the bank alone; you can summon the bridge; and I think you can open the door.” Zo neatly telescoped the machine back into its small, portable size.
“No,” I said, shaking my head and trying to take a step back. “I won’t do it.”
In a flash, Zo whipped me around, pinning me against his body, forcing me to look at the bridge and the horrible black door. “You will because I say you will. And here, you have to do what I say.” He pushed the hinge into my hands and the music increased in tempo and volume.
I felt a jolt at the base of my spine, sharp and electric. All my joints felt loose, somehow disconnected from the rest of my body. Fire raced along my nerves, tingling in the pads of my fingertips, in the soles of my feet. A warm languor rose up inside me, then a calm fog that filled my mind with a sweet certainty.
Why wouldn’t I want to open the door if Zo asked me to? He wouldn’t ask me to do anything that would hurt me or Dante, would he? Of course not. All he was asking was for me to skip across the bridge and open a silly little door. That was all. It wouldn’t take more than a minute. The melody of the door wound its way through my ears, soft as moonrise, gentle as a kiss.
Suddenly I wanted to see what was on the other side of the door. I took a step toward the bridge.
“Abby.” Dante’s voice was a husk, a shell, a fragment of a whisper, but it was enough to snare my attention.
“Be quiet, Dante,” Zo said.
I felt his hand at the small of my back. The smallest pressure of his long fingers propelled me another step. I couldn’t stop. I didn’t want to.
“That’s right, Abby. The door will open for you, won’t it?”
As soon as he said it, I knew it was true. There wasn’t a handle on the door, but I knew if I touched it, if I placed the hinge into the empty slots along the edge, the carved door would swing open, and then . . .
No. That was wrong. There was something else. Something missing before the door would open.
And if the door opened, something bad would happen. Wouldn’t it?
“Abigail.” Dante’s voice buzzed in my ear. I waved it away. I didn’t want to be interrupted. I was so close. Just a few more steps . . .
“I’m warning you.” Zo’s voice hardened. A strangled groan rumbled from Dante’s throat before the sound was cut in two.
The vastness spread out around me like a blanket, an ocean that lifted me step after step, wave after wave, drawing me inexorably toward the door. I couldn’t feel my breath in my lungs anymore. I couldn’t even hear my own heart beating.
The bridge held firm under my steps; it was stronger than it looked. The river rushed in silver streaks beneath me, the flow of time spinning like stars in the night sky. I glided across the narrow path effortlessly. All that remained was to open the door. I reached out my hand. Almost. Almost.
“Abigail Beatrice Edmunds.” Dante’s voice rang in the void, loud and powerful—a clarion call I couldn’t ignore. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I hesitated, the door singing in my head, my fingers almost brushing against the carved hourglass. Everything in me wanted to lean forward and marry the bright brass hinges with the dark black wood. Almost everything. Dante’s voice echoed inside of me, a sibilant breath against the inside of my skin, a dark harmonic counterpart twining around the shimmering melody. Slowly I turned away from the door, the movement tearing at my soul, my mind.
The comfortable fog shrouding my mind evaporated. Zo’s hold over me disappeared between one breath and the next.
“I warned you!” Zo barked. “You will not speak!” He pointed a long finger at Dante’s forehead like a gun. Then he clenched his fist and twisted his wrist in a quick, violent motion like snapping a lock into place.
Dante screamed, clutching his head with his hands as though Zo had ripped something from him. His body tightened, quivering with tension and pain. Harsh lines delineated the angles of his face; shadows pooled under his eyes, in the hollow of his cheeks and his throat.
Zo was killing him, strangling him with pain.
“No!” I dropped the hinge at the base of the door. I set my foot back on the bridge, ready to dart across, but fear gripped me, freezing me in place. The bridge seemed to arch even higher than I remembered. How had I ever crossed this in the first place?
“Dante!” I screamed out desperately.
Zo’s fist squeezed tighter and tighter, his knuckles white with pressure. The shadows painting Dante’s face darkened to purple, then black.
“Do it, Abby!” Zo roared. “Open the door and I’ll let him go.”
I looked at the brass hinge and then at the door. I saw where the three prongs were supposed to go. All I had to do was pick up the brass hinge and slot it into place. But it wouldn’t be enough. Dante said that the door was locked, that the lock required a key.
And without the key, I was as helpless as Zo.
Desperately, I looked from Zo to Dante, searching for a sign, a hint of what I should do.
Despite the agony etched on Dante’s face, his eyes were clear and lucid.
“Open the locket, Abby,” he whispered, and somehow I heard him across the vastness of the river and the void. “It’s time.”
I closed my hand around the silver locket at my throat. Dante had said it held the key to his heart.
With trembling fingers, I reached up and opened the cover of the locket. A small silver key fell out into my hand. I stared at it in disbelief. All this time I had been wearing the key around my neck. I couldn’t decide if it was the smartest thing Dante could have done or the most dangerous.
“Stop wasting time, Abby. Open the door!”
Frantic, I ran my eyes over the door, searching for the keyhole. There. There it was. A tiny keyhole in the center of a heart tucked into the wild patterns surrounding the hourglass carving.
“Please,” I begged, the small, sharp teeth of the key biting into my hand. “Please don’t kill him.”
Zo lifted his fist and Dante jerked to his feet, standing on unsteady legs. “Don’t worry, sweet Abby, I won’t kill him—much as I’d like to. No, all you have to do is open the door and I’ll let him go. Otherwise, he’ll stay right where he is—on the bank. Forever.” Zo spared a glance for me, pinning me with his dark eyes. “And you know what happens to us if we stay here for too long, don’t you?”
Yes, I knew the blessings the bank bestowed—immortality and invincibility—as well as the curse it carried—insanity. Maybe he couldn’t destroy Dante’s body, but if Zo trapped him here, he would certainly destroy Dante’s mind. I couldn’t let that happen.
But with the door open, Zo would no longer be bound by time and bound to the bank. Zo would be able to go anywhere, any when, he wanted to. He would truly be immortal and invincible. Able to go back and change the course of the river entirely. I couldn’t let that happen, either.
My eyes met Dante’s and I felt a stream of tears fall down my cheeks. Now what was I supposed to do?
Open the door and hand over control of time to Zo? Or keep it shut and condemn the man I loved to an eternity of insanity?
Be sure of your heart before you answer.
Set my brother free.
The ghost of a small smile appeared on Dante’s mouth.
When I saw that smile, I knew what I had to do.
I closed my eyes and made my choice.



Chapter 29
I snatched up the brass hinge, pulling it open to its full length. The metal moved smoothly through my fingers. Quickly, I aligned the three notches with the spaces along the side of the door and pushed them home. They fit perfectly, and the melody that had been only a murmur suddenly rose into a wild crescendo.
I inserted the small silver key into the lock with a hand that only shook a little. As the key turned, I heard a high chime ring out.
The door swung open.
Darkness spilled out into the void.
Darkness and an icy cold breath of stale air.
I stepped back and turned away, my eyes immediately finding Dante.
He nodded ever so slightly and I sighed with relief. It was going to be all right.
Zo jerked his head, and Tony and V hauled Dante to his feet. The four men crossed the bridge to join me on the far side.
Tony and V dropped Dante at my feet and Zo walked directly to the door. He reached out his hand, gently caressing the dark wood. “It worked,” he breathed. “It’s open.”
I crouched at Dante’s side, my hands checking his forehead, his face, his body. I helped him to his feet. He leaned on me, his arm weighing heavily across my shoulders.
Zo wrenched the door back, forcing it open as wide as it would go, and then stepped back, embracing the darkness that flowed out like a fog.
I expected the hinges to protest, but they were as silent as if they’d been freshly oiled that morning. I saw that the brass hinges had locked into place, the wood fitting against the metal seamlessly. There would be no getting them out again without destroying the door. I glanced at the small silver key, the smooth knob protruding slightly from the wood. Quickly, I reached up and pulled it free, palming it into my pocket. Dante had given it to me; I wasn’t going to leave it in this place if I could help it.
“It’s beautiful,” Zo said. “Last time, it happened so quickly I didn’t have time to enjoy the artistry.” He slid a glance at Dante from the corner of his eye. “I’ll be sure to pass along my compliments to the artist when I see him again. His work is flawless—as usual.”
“Thank you,” Dante said, his voice rasping through his bruised throat. “I’m glad you appreciate my work.”
“Your work?”
“I didn’t just run messages for da Vinci. Sometimes he let me help.”
Surprise filled Zo’s face. “Everyone is just full of secrets today, aren’t they?”
“Let’s go already,” V growled. Tony shuffled a step closer to the door.
Zo flung up his hand, stopping them where they stood. He fixed Dante with a dark look. “I know you’re thinking of following us like some kind of hero. A friendly bit of advice—don’t. If you do, I’ll make sure you regret it all the days of your life. Keeping secrets is a dangerous business, Dante. And I have some secrets that are positively deadly.” He parted his lips in a sharp grin.
I glanced at Dante, but he simply stood by my side, his gaze locked with Zo’s dark eyes.
Zo dropped his hand and Tony slipped through the door. Then V.
The darkness of the door bulged slightly and I heard a low rumbling like footsteps running in the distance.
Zo paused, his hand curled around the door frame. “Thank you to you both. I couldn’t have done this without you.” He laughed, then, and the sound felt like insects crawling on my skin.
He was still laughing as he vanished into the darkness as completely as if he’d been swallowed whole.
I rounded on Dante. “Why did you let them go?” I demanded. “I thought you were going to stop them.”
His eyes traced the carvings on the door, his attention far away.
“What about all that talk about not letting Zo control time? Now he’s gone and—”
Dante took a step toward the door, his hungry eyes distant and angry. His pale skin was luminescent in the flat, harsh light. He looked like a lost ghost—or an avenging angel. “I can still catch him as long as the door is open. When it closes, though, the door will be destroyed.” His smile was grim. “A final, fail-safe feature of da Vinci’s design.”
The door still gaped wide open, a toothless maw of unending blackness. My skin was unaccountably cold.
“Dante!” I called out, terrified that he would walk through the door and leave me alone. “Dante, don’t. Please.”
He stopped and slowly turned his back to the door. The edges flickered, softening and melting. It couldn’t last much longer. And when it shut, Zo would be gone. Out of reach forever.
Dante looked from me to the door, anguish etched into his silver, gray-shadowed eyes, aging him even as I watched. I could see an echo of Leo’s features in his face.
“Abby.” His mouth caressed my name, but all I heard was good-bye.
Tears welled up and spilled over my cheeks. I brushed them away roughly with the flat of my hand. My tears were the only flowing water besides the river in this hellish, barren place. I wasn’t going to sacrifice them here.
Dante caught my tear-stained hand and brought my fingers to his lips. As he kissed the tears from my skin, I felt the rough texture of his lips an instant before they met mine.
He pulled me to him, wrapping his long arms behind my back, sliding his strong hands up to cup the back of my head. His face was wet with tears too.
He finally released me, but I could still feel the weight of his body encircling mine, I could still smell the scent of his skin on my own, I could still breathe the sweetness of his breath inside my lungs.
“You still owe me two questions, you know,” Dante said with a rueful half-smile. He leaned down until our foreheads touched. “Two getting-to-know-Abby questions. Do you remember?”
“I remember,” I whispered, closing my eyes, dreading what questions he might ask at a time like this.
“Do you remember the rules?”
I nodded against his cheek. Total honesty. It’s what we had always asked of each other, even when the questions were hard, even when the answers were harder.
“So, Abigail Beatrice Edmunds, here is my first question.” Dante swallowed hard. He trembled in body and in voice. “Do you love me?”
My eyes flew open as a wave of fresh tears spilled down my face. I suspected he would ask me hard questions, but not this one. Not here. Not now. I opened my mouth but he quickly pressed his finger to my lips. “Be sure of your heart before you answer.”
“I am sure,” I said without hesitating. “I’ve been sure for so long, sometimes it seems like it’s the only thing I’m sure of anymore. Yes, Dante, yes, of course I love you.”
It was as though my words revived him, resurrected him from the brink where Zo had trapped him. His smile lit up his whole face. Warm color rushed into his skin, replacing the pale, waxy hue with soft pinks and golden browns. He sighed with relief.
I buried my face into his chest, nestling into his embrace. Here, finally, was the Dante I had come to save.
“Grazie, Abby,” he whispered as he pressed a kiss to the crown of my head and brushed my hair with his fingers. “You don’t know how much it means to hear you say you love me. How much more it means to know it is the truth.”
“Of course it’s the truth,” I mumbled.
“I know. Which is why I have to ask my second question.”
I leaned back and looked up into his face. “Don’t,” I said, suddenly sure he was going to ask the impossible. “I don’t want to answer any more questions. Ask me later. Please? Let’s just go back right now. Zo’s gone—they’re all gone—” I choked off my words as Dante glanced over his shoulder at the door standing halfway open behind us.
He overrode my words with a single whisper. “If you love me, Abby—then will you let me go?”
A thousand nos filled my mouth, but not a single one emerged. How could I say no? How could I deny him this one chance to follow Zo through the black door? When the door closed, it would be closed for good—destroyed. I couldn’t take that chance. I couldn’t force Dante to take that chance.
I tried for a smile, but it felt wobbly on my face and I let it go rather than forcing it. I slid my hands down Dante’s arms, my fingers tracing his taut, corded muscles one last time. I twined my fingers with his and looked past Dante to the door. It had almost closed.
“Because I love you,” I said, proud that my voice hardly cracked at all, “you don’t have to ask.” I let go of his hands and took a step backward. I clasped my hands tightly together behind my back to prevent myself from reaching out for him again. Tears slipped down my cheeks, but this time I let them fall to the barren ground.
Understanding illuminated Dante’s eyes, lining them in silver. He swept me into his arms, lifting me off the ground, and kissed me, his lips at once hard and fierce and yet still gentle and insistent. I wanted the moment to never end.
But all too soon Dante lowered me back to the ground. He reached out and touched the silver locket around my throat. “No matter what happens, you still hold the key to my heart,” he murmured.
I curled my fingers around the locket, not wanting to miss these last few moments with Dante. The door was almost closed. Almost gone. There was only a sliver of an opening left, but it was enough for Dante to slip his fingers through and wrench the door back open. The hinges screamed like a dying creature and I shivered at the unwelcome comparison.
Countless words rose to my lips, but I stayed silent. I had to let him go, knowing he would take my heart with him.
Dante looked back once, one last glance, one last look. His eyes found mine without even trying. The darkness haloed around him like a jagged cloud. “I love you,” he called out. The words shot to me like an arrow. “i love you—I love you—I love you.” The strange triple echo was back, this time repeating Dante’s declaration to me through all the days of the past, the present, and the future.
A supernova of white light flared from the center of the door, so bright I had to look away, blinded. The music I’d heard cut short midchime and the familiar silence of the void enveloped me again. I felt the heat of the flare blister against my skin, scorching the locket around my throat, searing the pattern of the chain around my neck.
I screamed in pain, falling to my knees.
I don’t know how long I stayed there, blinking back tears, but when my vision cleared, I saw that the door had been incinerated. No lump of melted brass, no charred door frame—nothing remained.
Dante was gone. And the door was destroyed.



Chapter 30
The floor of Dante’s room was cold. Bitter cold.
I could still hear his parting words: I love you. It was the first time he’d said those words to me. I feared I would never hear him say them again. I pulled my body even tighter into a ball, trying to hold on to the last memory, the last moment I’d shared with Dante.
A flash of light painted my eyelids red. I opened my eyes and vibrant colors burned across my vision. After the desolation of the flat bank, any color seemed painful, but these reds and oranges and yellows felt like needles in my tired and swollen eyes. I tried to focus, blinking and squinting, but the colors flickered and danced, bouncing close to me and springing away again. I couldn’t see anything clearly except for the wildly shifting light around me.
What was going on?
I placed my hands on the floor beneath me, hissing at the ice cold that burned my skin. Pushing myself up, I hit my head against something low that curved over me. Dropping to the floor again, I rolled onto my back and looked up at the thin shell that arched over me, completely encasing me like a butterfly in a glass jar. The realization of what had happened dawned in my tired mind. Just like the last time I’d fallen through the river, I’d brought some of the bank’s timelessness back with me.
But unlike last time, I wasn’t trapped in a flicker of midnight while the day dawned around me. This time I was frozen in a breath of ice while the Dungeon burned around me in an inferno of fire.
***
Panic shot through me. I could see the flames flickering next to me, but I couldn’t hear the crackling sound or feel the burning heat as they raced across the floor. I could see the black smoke billowing up, blocking out the ceiling like a thunderhead on a stormy day, but the air inside my shell was clean and crisp.
I pulled my knees to my chest, afraid to touch the edges of my cocoon in case it shattered and left me vulnerable to the fire’s hungry touch. I didn’t dare breathe.
I watched helplessly as the flames ransacked the room like destructive animals. They devoured Dante’s small collection of books. They jumped on his bed, burning holes in his blankets and his pillow. They darted beneath the closet door, eager to rip through his clothes.
It wasn’t enough that Dante was lost to me forever; now I had to lose what he’d left behind as well? It wasn’t fair. A wave of hurt and anger and sorrow built up inside me. I kicked out against the shell that protected me, hoping it would shatter and set me free, but I didn’t so much as smudge the clear curve. The panic I had originally felt deepened into something approaching terror. How was I supposed to get out? Leo knew I was upstairs, but was he trapped in the fire too? Or had he already looked for me and left while I was still on the bank? It was bad enough to be alone, trapped in a burning building. It was worse to be alone, frozen in time, and trapped in a burning building.
I kicked again, this time with both feet, but the recoil shook my ankles and knees.
I couldn’t hear anything but my frantic breathing, my racing blood. How long could I survive? Would the building burn to the ground and leave me still alive and well in the wreckage? I had a sudden vision of a group of firefighters swinging their axes against the shell of time, trying to save me, only to see the axe heads bounce off the seemingly empty air around me. A hysterical giggle burst out, and I clamped my hands over my mouth to keep the rest of them inside.
I felt tears trickling over my hands and I closed my eyes. I heard a low tone rumbling through the shell and groaned. If this was the end, I wasn’t sure I wanted to see it happening up close and personal.
“Abby!”
My eyes flew open and I saw Leo crouching on the floor next to me.
“Stay still!”
He reached out and touched the shell. His face tightened. I could see the muscles in his arms quivering with strain.
The cold began melting away, replaced with a blistering heat. I could hear the hissing and spitting of the flames.
Leo clamped down on his jaw, the veins in his neck popping under his skin.
A crack sounded close to my ear. I looked up at the shell. Thin lines arched above me, branching out from Leo’s touch like tiny rivers of darkness. I watched them zigzag in random patterns, racing each other from one side to the other. When a crack touched the floor, the entire shell quivered. The space inside shook like a struck bell.
Leo’s groan turned into a roar. He compressed his outstretched hand into a fist, and, in an instant, the shell around me vanished as completely as if it had never been.
Leo fell to his hands and knees, his head hanging down as he gasped for breath.
I could see a bright blue shimmer arc around him like heat lightning. It flashed hot, then disappeared. The heat remained in his eyes, though, turning them electric blue.
The fire increased in light and heat, circling ever closer to us now that the final barrier was gone. I felt the heat singe my hair, the prickling of impending pain on my scalp.
Grabbing my hand, Leo hauled me into his arms. He got to his feet, bending over to shield my body, and bolted for the door, kicking through the burning wood into the hallway beyond.
The fire was even hotter outside Dante’s room. I coughed, the smoke burning trails in my lungs. I couldn’t see anything but red. The color of destruction.
Tears ran down my face, evaporating in the blistering inferno around us. 
I clung to Leo as he tripped down the stairs, ran through the common room of the Dungeon, and crashed through the door to the outside.
The cold air hit me like a fist, reaching into my body to pull out my breath. A wave of dizziness washed over me. Flashing lights rotated in my vision—redyellowred. I heard voices calling out, screaming orders. Distantly I registered the outline of a firefighter in a yellow coat running past us, heading for the burning red mouth of the Dungeon’s door.
Even though we stood in the middle of the parking lot, surrounded by cars, trucks, and people, it felt like we were invisible to outside eyes.
“The Dungeon,” I croaked. My mind felt sluggish, mesmerized by the hungry flames I could see over Leo’s shoulder.
Leo didn’t bother turning around. “Zo’s work. He—”
I felt my eyelids flutter, blinking to keep out the darkness that brushed at the edges of my mind like wings. My head lolled back on my neck.
“Abby? Stay with me, Abby,” Leo said, gently patting my face. He stood me on my own feet, wrapping his large hands around my shoulders. “Hold on for just one more minute, please. You’ll be safe, but I need you to stay with me.”
I clutched at Leo’s forearms, swaying with the effort of keeping my balance. I could feel my body twisting into knots, trying to regain its equilibrium. The darkness pushed closer; I could almost feel the black wind breathing inside my head. My stomach churned as though I could vomit up the timelessness I’d brought back with me from the bank. I had to sit down. I had to lie down.
But Leo wouldn’t let me.
“Tell me what happened, Abby. What happened to Dante?”
His name ripped through me like a cry. “He’s gone,” I said numbly.
“Did he go through the door?”
I nodded. My tears slid down my cheeks and into my mouth. The salt tasted like loss. Bitter, endless loss.
Leo relaxed, the worry in his eyes melting away. “Good,” he breathed. He pulled me into a tight hug. “Grazie, mia donna di luce. Grazie.”
I closed my eyes, inhaling the charred, bitter smell of smoke that embraced us both. My nose itched with the scent of blackness.
“Leo, I’m tired,” I mumbled into his shirt. “Can I go home now?”
“Of course, of course,” he said, stroking my hair. “Go home and sleep. You’ll need to find your balance again.”
“Will you be there when I wake up?” I asked, ready to welcome the oblivion the darkness promised, but not wanting to let go of Leo. He was my last link to Dante.
The darkness didn’t care what I wanted.
I heard Leo say, “No, but I’ll see you soon,” and then my vision flashed to white. But instead of seeing a glimpse of the future, all I saw was blackness, like the smoke from a burnt home, like the hourglass door freestanding in a barren void.
When I thought of the door, a brittle sharpness cut through my mind and I thought I heard the sound of shattering glass. 
And then I didn’t hear anything anymore.
***
When I woke, it was to the sight of white. White walls, white sheets, white tiles. A white machine sat next to my hospital bed, keeping careful count of my heartbeat, my breathing. An IV tube ran into my arm, slowly dripping clear fluids into my veins.
My mouth felt like it had been coated with cotton. I blinked the grit from my eyes. I felt scoured to the bone. My throat hurt inside and out. I reached up weakly and felt cotton gauze bandages taped over my collarbone and around the back of my neck.
A figure was sitting in a chair next to my bed. I squinted in the hospital half-light.
“Mom?” I croaked through a dry throat.
“Abby?” Hope sounded bright in Mom’s voice. She stood up from her chair and pressed my hand with both of hers. “Abby, you’re awake! Are you okay? How are you feeling?” She brushed back my hair and kissed my forehead.
“M’ok,” I mumbled, still trying to find my bearings. “How long have I been asleep?”
“Four days,” Mom said, wiping away tears from her cheeks.
I felt my breath hiccup in my chest. That long? No wonder I was in the hospital. I couldn’t pass this off as a twenty-four-hour flu bug. I wondered if the effects of my adventures with time had shown up on any of the doctors’ tests. Hopefully not. Hopefully they had just chalked it up to exhaustion from almost dying in a burning building and the effects of smoke inhalation.
Which reminded me.
“What about Leo? Is he okay?”
“Abby, you don’t need to worry about anything right now. Let’s just concentrate on getting you better.”
“He saved me from the Dungeon. I want to know what happened.”
Mom sighed. “Leo is fine. The firefighters said he was a hero, bringing you out of the fire like that. But the Dungeon was a total loss.”
“Can I see him?” I wondered how Leo felt about being called a hero again.
“No, honey, I’m sorry. He stopped by yesterday morning to drop off a package for you and to say good-bye.” Mom gestured to a thick, sealed envelope resting on the bedside table.
Leo’s gone? Just like that?
“He said he’d been planning to travel, and with the Dungeon gone, he said he didn’t have any reason to stay.”
What about me? I thought, closing my eyes. I’m not a good enough reason?
Mom hesitated. “He said he and Dante would miss you.”
Hearing his name forced the tears from beneath my closed lids.
“Oh, Abby, I’m so sorry. I know you and Dante were pretty serious. I didn’t realize you’d broken up.”
My heart ripped in my chest. How could I tell my mom I hadn’t broken up with Dante, that in truth he’d gone back in time to stop Zo? And that having crossed the door a second time, he had become like Zo was—a master of time. It sounded unbelievable to me, and I’d been there. My memory kept replaying that last moment, that last declaration of love. I held on to that memory, tucking the hope that we would see each other again deep inside my heart.
I kept my mouth shut, turning my face to the window, letting the tears flow unchecked.
Mom stroked my hair for a while in silence.
I finally pushed past my emotions, locking out the diamond-hard pain of loss and doing my best to throw away the key. Someone else had been there on the bank. Someone else I hoped was okay.
“Have you heard from Valerie?” I asked quietly.
Mom’s hand stopped moving.
I turned my head, sure I didn’t want to hear the answer, knowing I had to. I saw it in Mom’s eyes.
“She’s not okay, is she?”
Mom shook her head.
I only heard part of what she said. Mental institution. Undergoing treatment.
“I was talking to her mother and she said Valerie had gone out with that boy—from the band you like—one night, and then . . .” Mom shook her head. “It was just so fast. The doctors can’t explain it. The police are looking for him and his friends, but they seemed to have skipped town.”
They’ve skipped more than that, I thought bitterly. I asked Mom if I could be alone for a while. I knew she didn’t want to leave me, but in the end she placed one more kiss on my forehead and left, saying she was going to call Dad to tell him I’d woken up.
As the door closed behind her, I dropped my head back onto my pillows. Everything was so messed up. Dante was gone. Leo was gone. Even Zo and his band mates were gone.
I ground my teeth thinking about that last one. They deserved to pay for what they’d done to Valerie. I closed my eyes and wished Dante success in his hunt through time.
I wondered how soon it would be before problems with the river would start to show up. Would there be any warning, or would things just change? Would I even notice?
My eyes fell on the package Leo had left for me. I reached over and could just snag the envelope with my fingers. Pulling it toward me, I saw my name written on the outside. Not Dante’s hand; Leo’s. Beneath my name were the words: “Dante asked me to give this to you.”
Opening the flap, I extracted a stack of papers clipped together at the top. The first page was a letter.
Abby,
If you are reading this, then it means I am gone.
I wish I could be there to explain in person, but hopefully Leo will be there to answer your questions. I trust him like a brother and I know you can trust him too.
My heart constricted a little at that. There hadn’t been time to tell Dante the truth about Leo. Now I feared the chance was gone for good.
You know that I can see events in the river—events that are to come. For a long time, all the ripples led to the same point: a confrontation at the door. But then the images stopped and I didn’t know what would happen. I was blind. Everything hinged on your choice. Would you open the door? Would you let me go through the door?
If you are reading this, then you chose to open the door, chose to let me go. And I know this, you made the right choice.
I know you are worried about Zo and his friends. I know you want to protect the integrity of the river. And I know it seems crazy—that the only way to stop Zo is to let him go—but trust me, your choice is the only thing that will give us a chance for success against him.
I knew you had to make this choice on your own. It’s why I couldn’t tell you what I was seeing in the river. It’s why I gave you the key as early as I did. So that, when the time came, you would have everything you needed to make the choice. And I knew I could trust you to do the right thing—no matter the cost.
I hope I was able to return Valerie to you. The ripples around her are murky and complicated. I hope she survived this intact.
I hope you survived intact as well—your heart, I mean. I know how painful it is to lose someone you love, to let someone go, to leave someone behind. Hold on to me, Abby, to my memory, to the time we spent together and the dreams of the future we shared. That way, a part of me will still be alive with you wherever—and whenever—we are.
I promise you, Abby, I will stop Zo. I’ll protect you. And I know we’ll be together again. I promise.
I take comfort knowing that in all the variations I saw, one thing remained constant—my love for you.
I do love you, Abigail Beatrice Edmunds. I love you through all the twists and turns of the river. I love you beyond the borders of the bank and back.
Do you remember when I told you about the poet Dante and how he survived the circles of hell and the tiers of purgatory and ascended to heaven to catch a glimpse of his Beatrice? When it was time for them to part, he offered one last prayer to his beloved. A prayer that rings true for me as well.
   O lady, you in whom my hope gains strength,
you who, for my salvation, have allowed
your footsteps to be left in Hell, in all
   the things that I have seen, I recognize
the grace and benefit that I, depending
upon your power and goodness, have received.
   You drew me out from slavery to freedom
by all those paths, by all those means that were
within your power. Do, in me, preserve
   your generosity, so that my soul,
which you have healed, when it is set loose from
my body, be a soul that you will welcome.
I don’t know exactly what the river holds for me now, but if this letter is a list of things-Dante-knows, then this much I know for sure: It was worth it to catch a glimpse of you.
All my love,
Forever,
Dante
I read the letter again. And again. The tears flowed faster each time. I could hear Dante’s voice in my head, quiet and confident, and I missed him to my core. I may have made the right choice, but that didn’t mean I felt good about it.
Eventually, I set the letter aside to look at the other papers Dante had left for me in the envelope.
I gasped.
My tears stopped instantly.
The rest of the pages were drawings. I recognized Dante’s strong hand in the delicate lines that covered the paper. My eyes flew over the straight lines, the curved lines. Arrows pointing in all directions. Labels next to everything.
Page after page of illustrated gears, wires, springs.
Page after page of detailed instructions.
Blueprints for a door—one that could be freestanding in its frame.
Patterns to trace—a spiral shell; a half-sun, half-moon circle; a musical staff. A wave, a maze, an hourglass. A heart with a tiny keyhole in the center.
Plans for a brass, three-pronged hinge—three carved notches jutting out from a solid back like a capital letter E.
I set the papers down on my lap, the pages fluttering around me like angel wings, whispering like wishes.
Here was da Vinci’s greatest and most terrible invention.
I read everything. Every label, every note, every instruction. Hardly any of it made sense. I’d never been good with measurements or visualizing three-dimensional objects from a two-dimensional drawing, but I couldn’t stop looking at the blueprints. I savored every word Dante had written, every line he’d drawn, imagining the pen in his hand, flowing, dancing over the blank pages until they were filled to the edges with his memories.
It must have taken him days to draw these, I realized. Weeks, even. He must have known he wouldn’t have much time to finish them once Zo set his own plans into action. I remembered too that Dante had been working on something the night of the fire—something he’d tucked into an envelope—before he went to the bank to stop Zo.
At the time, I’d thought it was his report on da Vinci’s inventions. I was almost right. I smiled, wondering what Ms. McGreevey would have said if Dante had turned this in as his final paper.
I was running my fingers over the papers, laughing at the idea, when I saw my name in a small note on the last page.
Abby: Are you still willing to live without limits? Will you join me?
I looked up at my empty room in a daze, my heart already answering, not waiting for my mind to catch up.
I had to get out of the hospital.
Now.
***
Mom didn’t want me to go alone. She offered to go herself. She suggested that Dad drive me, even though it was just next door. She threatened to send Hannah with me.
“Mom,” I said, “it’s not that far. I’ll be fine.”
“You’re not strong enough. You just got out of the hospital.”
“I’m fine,” I said for the thousandth time. “It’s only seventy-nine steps.” 
“You counted?”
“Childhood game.” I shrugged and walked out the door.
The sun was bright, the sky clear. It was a perfect spring day. I breathed deeply, enjoying the smell of the flowers. Ever since my return from the bank, I’d noticed my senses were heightened, as though my time away from the world had made me appreciate it all the more when I’d returned. I wondered if it was a temporary thing or if it would last.
As I walked the seventy-nine steps, I was filled with memories. Some good—like all those birthday parties bowling with Jason or the time we got lost in the woods and he held my hand for the first time. Some not so good—like the time I thought Jason had told a lie about me and I’d given him the silent treatment for a month.
I even remembered our first kiss. Maybe not a sweet memory, but certainly not sour anymore.
I carried the papers in my hands carefully, almost reverently.
I wondered if Jason would be able to help. If he’d even be willing to help. I didn’t know what I’d do if he said no.
I knocked on the door and waited, my heart in my throat—and in my hands.
Jason opened the door, and the sunlight turned him golden from head to toe. I blinked in the increased brightness and looked up at my good friend, hoping he would have the power to save me.
“Hi, Abby,” he said, surprise in his voice.
I held out the papers Dante had left for me—the blueprint to his past, the doorway to our future—and smiled my best smile for my childhood hero.
“Hi, Jason. I have a favor to ask. I need you to help me build this.”



Acknowledgments
I remember when I was a sophomore in high school, I had to write a little paragraph for my creative writing class about my goals and dreams. It was easy: I was going to write a book and be published. And now, here it is. Here I am. And what I didn’t know back in high school—what I couldn’t have known—is how sweet a dream realized can taste. It’s delicious. And addicting.
So I would love to take this chance to thank the people who helped me realize this very important dream of mine.
First, my husband, Tracy. It’s funny—I wrote a hundred thousand words and yet I struggle to find even a few words to express how much I love him. I don’t think I could say everything I want to say to Tracy even if I had a hundred million words. That’s okay. He’s always been able to understand the language of my heart.
Thanks to my family—the Gaunts, the Mangums, the Bailies, and the Cookes—a girl couldn’t ask to be loved by a better family.
And thanks, Mom, for always being willing to talk shop with me—including the pros and cons of paper clips and file folders and the proper placement of a semicolon.
And a very special thank you to my niece, Amanda, a talented author in her own right who read my manuscript three times and gave me excellent insight and suggestions I otherwise would have missed. She may be only thirteen, but she is wise beyond her years. I love you, Mandy!
Thanks to my darling friend, Valerie, who has made me laugh since elementary school. She’ll always be Queen of the Prom in my book.
Thanks to all my friends at Shadow Mountain who worked so hard and believed in me from the beginning, including but certainly not limited to Chris Schoebinger, Emily Watts, Tonya Facemyer, and Richard Erickson.
And last, but not least, a heartfelt thanks to my fabulous writing group for the years of Saturday morning breakfasts, good books, and valuable advice: Tony and Rachel, Pam, Crystal, and Heidi. Meet me at the Lamborghini dealership, guys—I’m buyin’ the yellow one!



The Golden Spiral

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Mangum, Lisa.
  The golden spiral / Lisa Mangum.
     p. cm.
  Summary: When Dante, a Master of Time, is sent into the past to find Zo, Tony, and V, Abby knows that he will need her help to prevent the trio from destroying time itself, but soon things start to change as Zo targets Abby's past.
  ISBN 978-1-60641-635-8 (hardbound : alk. paper)
  1. Fantasy fiction, American.  [1. Time travel—Fiction. 2. High schools—Fiction. 3. Schools—Fiction. 4. Interpersonal relations—Fiction. 5. Good and evil—Fiction.]  I. Title.
  PZ7.M31266537Fol 2010
  [Fic]—dc22                                                                                                  2010003447
Printed in the United States of America     
Worzalla Publishing Company, Stevens Point, WI
10     9       8       7       6       5       4       3       2       1
 
 
For Tracy
 Roll the Bones—track 2



Prologue
The middle passage. He’s been here before. Once, long ago—no, wait . . . not so long ago. He shakes his head. It’s hard to remember anything, swallowed up in this narrow throat of darkness.
A flash of white obscures his vision and he remembers.
A girl. Brown hair, brown eyes, a mouth sculpted to smile. He sees worry and fear in her eyes. And something else. A locket is fastened securely around her neck like a collar. Or a noose. He knows this girl. He struggles with his memory, forcing it to offer up a name.
Abby. Of course. Heat like a dying sun scorches through him at the thought of her name, turning the white flash red.
As the redness bleeds into black, he draws a trembling hand across his eyes. He made promises to the girl. To find. To bind. Promises he intends to keep.
Another streak of white flashes through his vision. Another memory. This one of sound. Is she yours? A high-pitched banshee wail of music. We’ll never be like them ever again, and the sooner you realize that, the better off you’ll be. The quiet click of a key turning in a lock. I couldn’t have done this without you. A low-throated laugh of success.
This time his memory is more cooperative, comfortable and familiar. His mouth is still heavy with the taste of victory. He savors the sweetness.
He remembers other encounters, other conversations with Dante, but those were the ones that counted. Had he ever truly been a threat? Or merely an annoyance? Dante had certainly done his best to stop him. Though if that was the best he had to offer, well, then there was no need to worry.
He made promises to Dante, too. Of vengeance. Of damna-tion. Promises he intends to keep as well.
Somewhere in the far distance he can hear footsteps. Not his. He hasn’t moved in this middle passage since the door closed behind him—how long ago? He shakes his head again. It doesn’t matter. All that matters now is what waits for him in the darkness.
He counts the steps, easily identifying and discarding the echoes, concentrating on the actual, individual footfalls. There. He tilts his head, listening with his whole body. A second set of footsteps rings through the stillness in a fleeting harmony. Good. Everyone is accounted for.
Words float through his mind: The gang’s all here. Something he heard once? Something he has yet to hear?
There is no rush. He knows where they are going. Or perhaps he should say when.
The footsteps clatter around him; they sound like bones rattling in the wind. He knows exactly who those footsteps
 belong to, and he wonders why they don’t take more care to disguise themselves. He wonders why they even bother walking when it’s possible to slide—now here, now there—with the merest of thoughts. He considers the possibility they haven’t discovered that fact yet.
He remembers the first time the door closed behind him. The stench of his branded flesh. The taste of the cold, empty air. The weight of uncertainty, of limited options. Exiled from the river of time, he was once a prisoner bound to the bank.
But now, the door has closed behind him a second time, and everything is different. He looks down at his hands, marveling that the tattooed chains encircling his wrists have turned from black to gold. They are beautiful. Like the golden torques worn by the kings of old.
He laughs a little at the thought. There is no more old or new; the words have lost their meaning. There is only here and now. There is only what he wants. There is only him in this dark place, waiting to be born again into the light. The world is waiting for him to change it like Prometheus bringing down fire from the gods.
The air around him is still cold and metallic, but now when he draws a deep breath, it turns his body into a sword, all edges and violence. This time the uncertainty is gone. This time his options are limitless.
Embraced by the river of time, he has broken the bonds of the bank forever.
He can feel the ebb and flow of the river of time inside him now. He can see the possibilities unfolding with every breath. The sense of freedom and power is overwhelming.
He knows the others are feeling the same thing. He knows it will make them reckless, unpredictable. They do not have his control or his command. Without his leadership and guidance, they will squander this gift, they will waste this power. He cannot let that happen. He has plans.
He feels a grin slide across his face, and he takes a step forward.
He is surprised at how easy it is. This traveling through time. This effortless movement like flying, like dancing, like music. He is no longer afraid of what he has left behind, or of what might be waiting for him. After all, he knows what is waiting for him ahead in the darkness. The second door. The machine only works in pairs, he remembers. Two banks of the river, two doors. In one and out the other. It is an elegant design. Balanced. Complete. The symmetry of it makes him happy.
It’s been a long time since he’s felt this happy. He pauses. Maybe that’s wrong. Maybe it’ll be a long time until he feels this happy again. The past and future are interchangeable now; it’s hard to tell the difference. He does know one thing, though: He was born for this. His previous life seems like nothing so much as a shadow by comparison. He can see from horizon to horizon; better, he can see beyond the curve now. He can hear the smallest droplet of time forming inside the roaring of the river. How had he lived without this power? This awareness?
Now that he has it, he knows he will never let it go.
He was always the brightest, deserving of their loyalty and their devotion.
He will never let those go, either.
He is drawing closer to the footsteps. He can hear voices now, though just fragmented whispers of sound.
 . . . believe it . . . it’s true . . . it’s time . . .
With a rush, the whispers coalesce into solid sentences, individual voices: Tony and V.
He stays back a pace or two. No need to let them know he is so close. Not yet.
“I can’t believe she came with him,” Tony says.
V makes a noise halfway between a growl and a grunt.
“Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad she did. We’d still be stuck there without her help.” Tony laughs, a high note wavering on the edge of hysteria. “I guess I owe Zo an apology. I shouldn’t have doubted him.”
He frowns. Dissension in the ranks is not to be tolerated. Doubt is forbidden. He thought he had made that clear.
“Where is Zo, anyway?” Tony asks, looking around. “I’d have thought he’d be here by now.”
V grunts again. “I’m sure he’s coming. How much farther is it?”
Tony laughs. “Don’t you remember?”
“I just want to go home.” V sighs. “I’m tired of . . . all this.”
His frown deepens. How can V be tired of this already? Things are just getting started. He is just getting started.
“Oh, come on,” Tony chides. “Live a little. Or a lot, as the case may be.” His laugh transmutes into a giggle, high and childish.
“What’s wrong with you?” V asks.
“Nothing.”
The lie is loud in the space between them.
He shakes his head. Lies can be useful, but they must be used correctly or else they lose their power. And this is no place for lies. The machine will destroy them, squeeze them into oblivion and leave only the truth in its place. The machine is unforgiving, unrelenting. He admires that.
He wonders if Tony knows he’s lying or if he believes his own words. He wonders if it matters.
The darkness suddenly crackles into life, bright sparks flaring like stars spangled across the sky. The tiniest of golden glows blooms overhead, growing into a complex web of light laced through the shadows above Tony’s head. A second web appears over V’s head.
He looks up in time to see his own golden net hovering over him. Without consciously knowing how, he dampens the light. No need to announce his presence prematurely.
“That’s amazing,” Tony says, looking up at the golden drops. “I don’t remember that from last time.”
“I think it’s new. Things have changed, remember.”
Tony slaps V on the back. “Change is good. It’s a brave new world, amico mio. And we will be the masters of it.”
V grunts again; his shoulders hunch under a shrug.
“What? Everything is here for the taking. Don’t tell me you don’t want some of it.” Tony rubs at the golden cuffs around his wrists and laughs.
“I can’t have what I want,” V says, shoving his hands into his pockets.
“That’s no way to think. Listen, we’ll be to the door in no time at all”—Tony giggles again, a mad light flickering in his eyes—“and you’ll see. You’ll feel it.” He circles V, a capering jester laughing at his own unfathomable jokes.
“I already feel it.” V frowns. “And I think you’re feeling it too much. Stop that, Tony. You’re making me nervous.”
He agrees. There is a wrongness emanating from Tony. The edges of his body seem softer, thinner than before. He thinks of the word suffused. Of the word bloated. Of the word decomposing.
He can feel the pressure building inside Tony. After spending all those years controlling the pressure from the river, he is surprised that Tony has missed identifying something so important to his survival. He hadn’t realized Tony was so weak.
He wonders if he should intervene. Warn him. But he’s curious to see what they will do. How capable they are without him. He wants to know how much they need him.
“Hurry, hurry, hurry!” Tony grabs V’s arm and pulls him forward. “We’re late, we’re late, for a very important date.”
“Quit it,” V barks, yanking his arm away. “Stop acting so crazy.”
There is a strange note in V’s voice but there is no time to identify it. The gold-flecked shadows overhead have ended suddenly in a hard edge. A solid wall rears up before them, tall as a tower, narrow, foreboding.
It is the black door.
He can see a glimmer of brass and knows that the hinges on this door only swing in. There are no elaborate designs on this slab of black. There is no need. No one ever expected anyone would lay eyes on this side of the machine.
He grins. He loves shattering expectations. It’s important to be the first. The best.
This is the door that will lead him into a new life. He can feel the thrumming hum of energy trapped just on the other side of the door. So close. Close enough to touch. Almost. Almost.
The promise of power is screaming like a high wind through his ears. It will take only a touch to tame it, claim it for his own. The pull is insistent. Immediate. He lowers a hand he hadn’t realized he’d raised.
He hears chimes ringing, a melody that is at once familiar and alien.
It is time—in more ways than one.
“We should wait for Zo,” V says. “He’ll want to go first.”
“Who died and made him king?” Tony’s words slur together in a lump of sound. They knock against the shivery chimes, a discordant clash. “I’m going to do what I want for a change.” His laugh sounds like a seam ripping apart. “My way this time.”
Tony lifts a hand, reaches for the door.
The music swells like a rising tide. The pressure gathers, thick as a storm cloud, focused as a tornado’s funnel.
He thinks of the word crescendo. Of corrupted.
V takes a step back. “No, don’t—”
Tony touches the door.
Cataclysmic.
A supernova of white reverses the world from dark to light in an instant. Heat floods the narrow space—a fire that doesn’t burn, but one that is deadly all the same.
The golden stars over Tony’s head begin to wink out one by one. The delicate web strung between them begins to sag and droop, falling, fading. In the harsh white light of destruction, Tony himself grows thinner, fainter, torn apart like a cloud in the wind.
He hears Tony scream. The laughter is ripped from his voice, and all that is left is pain. He watches Tony writhe, caught by forces he can’t see, much less stop. His body begins to disappear, an emptiness that eats away at his chest before spreading out through his arms, up his neck, down his legs. He struggles, fighting against the impossible.
His mouth vanishes, and his scream is nothing more than a fading echo. The golden chains on his wrists shimmer like mirages. He is a faint outline against the burning white. For a moment, he holds his shape, and then the outline disperses like ashes.
Tony is gone, unraveled. Erased from existence.
There is no sound. Even the chimes are silent. He is alone with V. He looks at the stunned expression on V’s face, follows his gaze.
There is a hole where the door used to be. A portal that empties out onto a familiar room, a familiar sight. The courtroom is empty tonight. He smiles. This time there will be no judge, no guards to watch them travel through the door. This time no one will ask him any questions.
He is glad now that he didn’t intervene. If he had stopped Tony, then he would have been the one to trigger the trap. He would have been the one blasted into oblivion instead of the one to cross through the portal and step onto his homeland after more years than he cares to count.
He walks forward. He can feel the weight of V’s gaze on his shoulders, equal parts surprise and fear. That is good. It’s good to keep people on their toes. Prepared.
He feels he should miss Tony more than he does. Ah, well. Perhaps later. For now, V is enough. He will have to be.
“Come, Vincenzio,” he says. “Let’s go home.”
V hesitates for a bare moment, then falls in behind him, following in his footsteps across the threshold.
A warm ripple passes over him, into him. And then he is through. He is home.
He draws in a deep breath, feeling free and whole. Turning, he looks back into the dark heart of the machine. The walls, the ceiling, the floor—everything glows with a white-hot light. As he watches, the light begins to spread deeper into the machine, moving with the speed of a wildfire and leaving behind only ash in its wake.
Though he left a warning not to follow, he secretly hopes Dante disobeyed. And if he did follow, he hopes he survives the coming onslaught.
Things are about to get interesting.



Chapter 1
Is this a joke?” Jason sat down next to me on the patio steps in my backyard, a sheaf of papers in his hand. He shuffled through them, one after another, sometimes flipping a sheet upright, sometimes turning one over.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, looking up and squinting against the early June afternoon sunshine. My purple Popsicle dripped a splash of grape onto my hand.
“According to these directions, this”—he pointed to a series of rectangles and squares drawn in overlapping layers—“connects to this”—he shuffled to another page, this one covered with tiny circles and ovals—“but without any apparent bolts or hinges or . . . or anything.” He dropped the papers on the ground between our feet and ran his hands through his blond curls. “It doesn’t make any sense.”
“Um, sorry?” I offered.
“It might help if I knew what we were building. I mean, sometimes it looks like it’s some kind of a house. But not like a real house—it’s too narrow and long. And there seem to be too many doors. And no windows at all. It’s like we just have plans for a hallway and not the rest of the house. You’re not keeping something from me, are you?”
I stuck the Popsicle in my mouth, grateful for the excuse it gave me not to respond immediately. I looked at the dozen or so small flags stuck into the ground along one edge of my backyard that outlined the parameters of the project. Jason was right; it didn’t seem to make any sense. What could possibly fit into a space twenty-four feet long, two feet wide, and eight feet tall?
“And if I’m reading this right, then once we’re done building it, we have to burn it down. What’s that all about?”
I shrugged, though I had wondered about that part of the plans myself. “It’s the final step. You know—like making ceramics or forging a sword. There’s always a finishing process you have to go through.”
“The refiner’s fire,” Jason said with a nod. “That’s cool. Dan-gerous, but cool. Maybe we’ll call the fire department when we get to that part.” He wrote himself a note in the margin.
I felt bad for Jason. Dante’s instructions were complicated and sometimes confusing. I knew exactly what we were building, but even I couldn’t see how those finely drawn lines would result in a time machine.
“And what are all these symbols?” Jason grabbed a sheet from the ground and waved it at me. “At first I thought they were just decorative, but now I think they might mean something.”
I took the paper from Jason, handling it carefully with my slightly sticky fingers. “Well, this one is a spiral shell. It’s called a nautilus.” I traced the curved lines with my eyes, imagining Dante’s long fingers wrapped around a pen, his strong hand stroking the lines confidently onto the blank sheet. “It’s an example of a natural logarithmic spiral. See, you can trace along the spiral, circling the center an infinite number of times without ever actually reaching the middle.” My memory suddenly caught a fragment from the past: the feel of the night wind, the heat of Dante’s eyes on me, the weight of his words on my heart. Those long-ago words slipped into my mind: “Can you imagine it? To be forever denied the one thing you long for most of all?”
I handed the paper back to Jason with a steady voice but a trembling hand. “The logarithmic spiral also appears in sunflowers, the nerves of the cornea, hurricane patterns, and the arms of the Milky Way. It’s based on the Fibonacci sequence.”
“Since when do you know so much about math?” Jason asked, bumping my shoulder so I’d know he was teasing. “I thought you were strictly a word person.”
“I am.” I bumped him back. “I’ve been studying. Is that so hard to believe? And as a word person, I know that a nautilus is also called an argonaut. As in ‘Jason and the.’ And argonaut is another name for an adventurer or a traveler.”
“Seriously? That’s cool.” He leaned back on the steps and stretched his legs out on the grass, studying the nautilus sketch. The sun lined his body with golden light. “I still don’t get why we have to carve it on what appears to be the front door of this crazy house.”
I bit my lip. I wanted to tell him the truth—because it’s a mathematically perfect representation for traveling through time—but I knew I couldn’t.
I had shown the complete blueprints of Dante’s design only to Jason. He was my muscle on the project and needed to know as much as I could tell him, which admittedly wasn’t much. I had told my parents about the project, but in very
 general terms—I couldn’t very well build something in the backyard without their permission. Hannah knew the basics too, but that was more because she was a nosy little sister and I figured it was safer to tell her something, if only to prevent her from snooping around, looking for answers on her own.
All of them believed it was a rather offbeat school project for a rather offbeat school.
“It’s just something I have to do for my scholarship application for Emery,” I said, hating that I could hear the lie in my voice. I hated even more knowing that I didn’t have a choice. It was too dangerous to tell Jason the truth. “They wanted to see how I would approach a seemingly impossible project.”
“And your approach is to rope me into doing your homework for you?” Jason grinned.
“No, my approach is to delegate the task to a qualified, talented individual and then supervise his work. That shows serious leadership ability, which is a very important and desirable quality, you know.”
“So is honesty,” Jason retorted.
I flinched inwardly. “I’m also being resourceful and creative. Besides, it’s not like anyone from Emery is going to come check up on my work. I’m just supposed to send them pictures of the finished piece along with a written report of what
 I learned from the process. It’s an exercise in creative,
 out-of-the-box thinking. A kind of organic experiment. You know—the journey is more important than the destination and all that.”
That was less of a lie than the rest. I knew that the journey to finish the time machine would be as important as the destination, if not more so. I tried not to think about what it would mean if I actually succeeded in following Dante’s plans. “I’m glad that Mom and Dad will let us use the backyard,” I finished.
Jason sighed. “I’m glad all I had to do for my scholarship was fill out an application. That took me a half hour; building this will take us weeks. Literally.” He tapped a page that detailed the step-by-step assembly instructions, annotated with specific dates and times. Start to finish, it would take eight weeks exactly. As if that weren’t bad enough, the plans specified that we had to start on the first day of a season, and since we had missed the first day of spring, I had to cool my heels, waiting for the first day of summer. I was trying to be productive with my time—studying, reading, researching, anything to help the time pass faster—but every day seemed to be traveling at a slow crawl.
“Yeah, well, Emery is a very exclusive college. They don’t let just anyone in.”
“They let you in.” Jason bumped me again. His grin was all teeth and teasing.
“Then that must mean I’m not just anyone.” I tossed my hair back over my shoulder and gave him my most haughty supermodel smile. “I’m Abigail Edmunds and I’m going to change the world.”
“I don’t doubt it,” Jason said softly. A wistful look crossed his face, flashing through his eyes so quickly I almost missed it.
My heart stuttered. I thought we’d been over this. We’d tried the boyfriend-girlfriend thing and it hadn’t worked. At least, it hadn’t worked for me. And besides, I knew Jason and Natalie were still together because Nat had told me he’d already planned to take her out to dinner after graduation tomorrow.
I was saved from having to say anything because Jason, ruffling through the papers, handed me another sheet.
“Look at the detail on this one. It’s incredible.”
I licked the last of my Popsicle and swallowed hard. A heart filled the entire page, drawn in solid black lines. Thinner lines crossed the surface, connecting to each other in a tight, interlocking web. The patterns seemed alive, twisting and twining around each other until it was impossible to tell where one line started and another line ended. A host of endless Möbius strips of ink. Two hinges were inked along one side of the heart.
I recognized the image immediately. How could I not, when the physical version of it hung on a chain around my neck? After that terrible night almost three weeks ago when the Dungeon had burned to the ground, I had taken to wearing high-collared shirts to hide the scars around my throat. My neck still bore the imprint of the chains that had been flash-burned onto my skin when the black door had disintegrated on the bank.
Dante had given me that locket—the key to his heart—and I couldn’t bear not to have it close to my own heart. I never took it off. Not to shower, not to sleep. Never.
“It’s beautiful,” I managed. My fingers twitched, itching to touch the solid lump of silver under my shirt. I shoved my hand under my leg.
“It looks like the locket Dante gave you before—”
“What?” I interrupted, a little sharply. I’d been so careful to erase any remnant of Dante’s name from the copy of the blueprints I’d shown Jason. The originals were locked away, safe in my desk drawer.
“Oh, sorry.” Jason winced. “Natalie said I shouldn’t bring him up.”
“No, it’s just—”
“You don’t like talking about him,” Jason finished. “I understand.”
“No, it’s just that—”
“He broke your heart and left without even saying good-bye.”
“No, he didn’t,” I protested automatically.
“What? He didn’t break your heart, or he didn’t skip town the first chance he got?”
I shut my mouth, trying to keep my emotions in check. “That’s not fair,” I finally said. “You weren’t there. You don’t know what happened.”
“Because you won’t tell me.”
“What’s with the third degree all of a sudden?” I asked, surprised at the bitterness in Jason’s voice.
“We’re friends, right?”
I nodded, strangely cautious.
“Well, as your friend, I’m worried about you.” He shifted a little closer to me. “Look at it from my point of view. We break up, and you start dating Dante.”
I opened my mouth, but Jason overrode my feeble attempts at an explanation.
“Which I was fine with. I could see he made you happy, which is all I ever wanted for you. And I’m happy with Natalie, so it all worked out, right?”
I closed my mouth and looked down at my hands. I didn’t deserve such a good friend.
“But then it all went wrong. The next thing I know, you almost die in a fire at the Dungeon and have to spend days and days in the hospital. Leo and Dante seem to disappear overnight. Valerie is in a mental hospital, of all places. Everything is different.”
“Not everything,” I said, willing my voice to remain light. “I’m still the same old Abby.”
Jason looked at me seriously. “No. You’re not. That’s my point. There’s something different about you, and all I can think is that when Dante left, he broke your heart, and now you’re in denial, hoping he’ll come back one day.”
I couldn’t help myself—I reached up and touched the locket at my throat. Tears burned the backs of my eyes and a sour taste coated my throat. Dante had left me, but not like Jason imagined. I had worked so hard not to think about it. Now suddenly I remembered so clearly stepping away from Dante, releasing him so he could follow after Zo before the door of time closed forever. I remembered how the flat light of the bank seemed to part around him as he turned away from me. I felt again the music ringing deep in my bones, the song of time as it spilled out of the doorway, drawing Dante like a moth to a flame. I heard the echo of destruction as the black door dissolved into white light.
“He’s gone, Abby,” Jason said quietly, sliding his arm around my shoulder and leaning his head against mine. “And he’s not coming back.”
I closed my eyes, and for one small flash of time I wondered if Jason was right. It had been weeks, and if Dante had survived the passage through the door a second time, then he, like Zo, was now a master of time. He could go anywhere and any when he wanted. And if that was the case, then why hadn’t he come back to me, if only to let me know he was okay? Deep down I knew he would come if he could, but since he hadn’t, I feared that it was because he couldn’t. I worried that something had happened to him somewhere along the river of time. What if he had never made it past the door? What if he was trapped somewhere on the bank, or lost in time? What if he’d already confronted Zo . . . and lost? What if I never found out what happened to him? What if he was gone forever?
“Hey, Abby, I’m sorry,” Jason said. “I didn’t mean to make you cry.”
I rubbed at my eyes, surprised to feel the tears flowing down my cheeks and soaking into Jason’s shirt. Dante’s locket felt like a rock chained around my neck.
“You’re wrong,” I insisted, my low voice muffled by Jason’s shoulder. “He didn’t break my heart, and he is coming back to me. He promised.”
Jason was quiet for a long time, rubbing his hand up and down my back until my tears dried and my breath stopped hiccuping in my chest.
“Do you feel better?” he asked me, brushing my hair away from my face.
I nodded, swiping my sleeve across my eyes. Oddly enough, I did feel better. It was like the tears had washed away three weeks’ worth of worry and fear and in their place was a clean and clear resolve. I would follow my heart; I would trust my instincts.
Dante had left me the blueprints for a reason. He had seen something in the river that made him decide to give them to me. He had trusted me to make the right choices, even difficult choices, and I didn’t want to let him down.
It was simple: If Dante couldn’t come to me, then I would go to him. And that meant finishing the time machine no matter what.
“Thanks, Jason,” I said, sitting up straight and squeezing his forearm.
“For what?”
“For being a good friend. For helping. For everything.”
“Well, in that case . . .” He grinned and wiped the last trace of a tear from my face. “I’ll only charge you half the going rate.”
“The going rate for what?”
“For doing your homework.” He laughed.
“Brat.” I scowled at him and slapped at his shoulder. “And you’re doing this for free, remember?”
He shrugged easily. “As long as you’re paying for the materials, I’m okay with that. Do you know how much”—he
 consulted the paperwork—“‘a beam of black walnut wood, turned by hand, and inscribed with a needle-pointed awl’ costs?”
“I don’t even know what a needle-pointed awl is.”
“Me neither, but it sounds expensive.” He stood up, pulling me to my feet with him. “According to the plans, we’ll need to start actual construction on the first day of summer—that’s what? two weeks from today? Will you have everything ready by then?”
“Two weeks and two days, but who’s counting, right? And yes, I’ll be ready,” I said, crossing my fingers behind my back.
“Even the needle-pointed awl?”
“Especially that.”
“Okay, then.” He tapped the papers into a neat square and handed them back to me. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
I watched Jason head for home, a spring in his step, and heard the faint whistle of a random tune trailing after him.
I looked again at the small orange flags fluttering on the lawn and thought about how much time two weeks really was. And how fast it could disappear. “I hope so too,” I murmured.
***
The moon was lost behind the clouds, and I could smell the coming storm in the hot breeze blowing past my open window. I sat on my window seat and propped a pillow behind my back. Crossing my feet against the wall, I pulled a brush through my wet hair. After dinner, I’d watched some TV with Hannah, then headed upstairs for a bath before bed.
I loved late-night summer storms. There was something soothing about being inside while a storm raged outside. A feeling of being protected, safe against the raw power of nature. Lightning raced ahead on the horizon; thunder grumbled in the distance, petulant at being left behind. The humid air was heavy with rain.
My cell phone rang. I slipped it off my desk and flipped it on.
“Are you watching?” Natalie asked.
“Absolutely.”
A silver flicker sliced through the shadows. Natalie and I oohed at the same time.
“That was a nice one,” she said.
“Very.” I shifted the phone to my other ear. “Where are you?”
“Family room. What about you?”
“Window seat.”
“Excellent vantage point. You’ll have to tell me what I’m missing.”
I grinned. “How long have we been watching storms together?” I asked.
Natalie laughed. “How did this tradition even get started? Do you remember?”
“Of course I do. I was sleeping over at your place and we were staying up late watching old Hitchcock movies when a storm hit. We turned off the TV and ended up watching the weather instead.”
“That’s right. Ugh, weather watchers—does that make us nerds or what?”
“I’ll take the ‘or what’ category.”
“You would.”
“Hey, that sounds vaguely like an insult.”
“It is.” She laughed again. “Kidding!”
I shook my head and grinned. “I know, I know.” Raindrops started to fall, invisible in the darkness, but loud against the leaves and the side of the house. “It’s starting to rain here—what about you?”
“Yep. Just now. I wish it wasn’t the middle of the night. I would love to go play in the rain.”
“And risk catching a cold before graduation? Are you crazy?”
She sighed and her voice turned serious. “I can’t believe it’s tomorrow.” She sounded sad. “One last time together before we all go our separate ways.”
“What are you talking about? You and Jason are going to school together.”
“I know, but you’re going somewhere else, and Valerie . . .” Natalie’s voice trailed off. I heard the thunder outside my window echoing through the phone. “I guess I just thought things would be different, that’s all.”
I leaned my head back against the wall, a fine rain touching my face with mist. “Have you been to see her?” I asked quietly.
“Not yet.” She hesitated. “Does that make me a bad friend?”
“No. I haven’t seen her yet either.”
“But you had a good reason—you were in the hospital.”
“Still.”
“Are you okay now?” Natalie asked. “I mean, things were a little crazy there, weren’t they?”
“I’m fine,” I said, pretty sure it was the truth. And if not, pretty sure it would be soon enough. The orange flags flickered in the lightning like individual flames. I shivered and rested my hand against the scars on my throat, memories filling me at the touch. Memories I wasn’t sure I wanted to face tonight.
I heard Natalie yawn.
“It’s late,” I said, grateful for the easy out. “I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”
“What about the storm?”
“It’ll be fine without us,” I said. “Besides, there’ll always be another one.”
I hung up the phone, but I didn’t leave the window seat right away. Instead, I closed the window and watched the raindrops as they traveled down the glass, each one making tiny, individual tracks. Some drops ran in a straight line; others meandered in wandering trails before being swallowed up in the wake of another drop. The rain fell and the water continued to branch out into countless rivers, endlessly moving, endlessly flowing.
I closed my eyes and thought about promises and possibilities.
I couldn’t tell how long I listened to the rain before I fell asleep.



Chapter 2
The bank was barren, like always. The vast, flat landscape stretched into infinity, and the omnipresent gray light hung like a miasma over the ground. I didn’t belong here. Nothing did. The bank was outside of time. A dead place. A terrible place.
And it was impossible that I was here at all. Panic settled over me like a shroud. I didn’t remember traveling here: no counting, no concentration, no thinning of the edges of reality. Regardless of how I had gotten here, though, I knew the only way home was to find the river. But I had no sense of direction here, no idea which way to go. And even if I did find the river, even if I returned to my own time, I knew I would bring some of the bank’s timelessness with me. And with both Dante and Leo gone, who could free me from that prison? No one.
I closed my eyes, dread weighing down my limbs like chains. I couldn’t have moved if I had wanted to. But it didn’t matter. I was trapped.
I realized I was crouching, my arms wrapped around my knees, my back curved like a half shell. I drew in a deep breath, the taste of a scream filling my mouth—
And that was when I knew.
This was a dream—one of nightmarish proportions, certainly, but still it was just a dream. Or almost. I’d had one of these kinds of dreams before, when I’d stood on the near side of the dream landscape, eavesdropping on Dante and Zo as I peeked in on the bank without actually traveling there. Now that I was paying attention, I could feel the difference. There was less pressure, less sense of otherworldliness. I could breathe freely, without a kiss from anyone to protect me. My eyes didn’t hurt as much from the severe lack of landscape or from the false light that hovered eternally somewhere between dusk and dawn.
This was a dream. And I had nothing to fear from dreams.
I stood up, straight and tall—
And space bent around me like I was the event horizon of a black hole.
The sudden curvature almost drove me to my knees again. The light snuffed out—my ears rang with sound, a note that was less a shivering chime and more a knelling bell—and the gray was stripped away into black.
I hadn’t thought the bank could get any worse. Standing on shaking legs, looking up into the dead black void that used to be the sky, I knew that not only could things get worse—they already had.
Wakeupwakeupwakeup, I ordered myself in one long command. Squeezing my eyes shut, I held my breath and counted to ten. Wake. Up. Now!
I opened my eyes, but nothing had changed. At least not that I could see. But now there were voices drifting on a nonexistent wind. Wild, indecipherable sounds. Strings of vowels and guttural consonants that made the hair on my arms stand up with animalistic adrenaline.
 . . . here . . . she’s here . . .
I turned in a tight circle, trying to follow the thread of sound in the emptiness around me. Useless—the words were everywhere, sometimes a whisper, sometimes a shout, like a horde of night-flying moths blinded by light.
 . . . not . . . go . . . stay . . . never . . .
 . . . save . . . go . . . She’s here! . . .
I didn’t want to be here. The voices wanted me to go and I wanted nothing more than to obey. But where could I go? How? I looked around desperately, but all I saw was more of the same—emptiness. Sheer, vast emptiness.
 . . . too late . . . always too late . . .
I imagined myself back in my own bed, safe under the covers. Then I pinched my arm hard enough to raise a welt. I dug my fingernails deep into my sweaty palms. Why wouldn’t I wake up?
The voices increased in volume, layering and overlapping in intensity. I couldn’t tell how many there were—two, three? More? I tried to listen, tried to pick apart the individual voices, but they were too interwoven, shuffled like playing cards in a deck.
I closed my eyes so I could concentrate. I pressed my hands to my ears, trying to strain the noise through my fingers. I felt the air warp, almost like it was bending around me,
 enclosing me in a column. In the shelter of the curve, I heard one voice clear and sharp.
Don’t move.
I knew that voice. I heard it in my dreams and longed to hear it in person once again. Velvet, warmed with the unmistakable tones of Italy. Dante’s voice.
I opened my eyes, sure that I would see him standing next to me, his lips curving in a small smile and his gray eyes swallowing me whole. I could almost smell the musky sweet fragrance of his skin. I turned my head, but the voice spoke again, low and insistent.
No. Don’t move. Dante’s plea came to me tied on a thread of a whisper. Don’t go. Not yet.
“Dante?” I called out, hoping against hope that he was somehow close, could somehow talk to me. “Are you there?”
I’m here.
I felt his voice resonate in my body; I could almost feel his hands pressed against mine.
“Where are you? Why can’t I see you?” I risked a glance around, but all I saw was the black sky above me and the black bank at my feet.
Things are . . . different—
“I noticed.” I clung to the sound of his voice, hungry for more. But all I had were fragments, crumbs and sips instead of the feast I wanted.
 . . . he’s unpredictable . . .
“Who? Zo? What’s going on?” I shifted, and the protected pocket of air shimmered. Dante’s voice stuttered and skipped like a lost radio signal.
I didn’t expect . . . dead . . . death . . . gone . . .
Quickly, I moved back to my original position, searching for that sweet spot of sound. “I need answers, Dante. Can you hear me?”
I felt him draw in a deep, shuddering breath. I can hear you. But I can’t see you. I can’t see anything. It’s dark. And cold.
“What happened? Did you make it through the door?”
I . . . don’t know. I don’t think so.
“What about the others? Did you catch up to Zo?” My breath tasted like hope.
No. He’s gone. They’re both gone.
“Both?”
V and Zo. I don’t know where they are. Wherever I am, Tony is with me.
Hope transformed into surprise.
Though he’s not well. I don’t know how long he will last—
A scream ripped through the air. A dark, throaty roar that sounded as black as the ruined sky above me. The sound tapered off, only to resume a jagged breath later with another scream.
“Dante!”
I’m here, Abby, he said. I’m here. I’m all right. It’s not me. It’s Tony. He’s not . . . I don’t know what’s happening to him.
I clenched my hands into fists, helpless in the face of the frustration I heard in his voice. I couldn’t see him; I couldn’t help him. I couldn’t do anything.
I can’t touch him. He just . . . slides through my fingers. It’s like he’s disappearing. Dante’s voice held a complex mix of confusion, fear, and awe.
“Where are you?” I asked again.
I don’t know. It feels confined, though. I don’t dare leave Tony to explore too much.
I wanted to reach through to wherever he was and pull him to safety. But I feared he was beyond where I could go.
Where are you? Dante asked.
“I’m sort of on the bank—”
What? No, you shouldn’t be there. Go back. Go home.
“Wait, no, I’m not actually here. I fell asleep and I’m still dreaming. I think.”
I slowly lifted my hand, my ears attuned to the slightest sound around me. If I paid attention, I could hold on to the thin thread that connected us. I took that as a good sign. I touched the ripples in front of me with my fingertip. The air flexed, but it didn’t stop shimmering. I took that as a better sign. Pressing my palm flat against the curved wall of air, I dared to push out. The ripples converged, sliding over my hand like a glove.
“Dante,” I whispered. “Are you still there?”
Always.
I extended my arm fully, holding my breath, anticipating a pain that didn’t come.
What are you doing?
“I’m trying something. Is anything happening on your end? Can you see me? Feel me?”
No. It’s still dark and—wait, I think I see something. A light. Faint, but . . . Is that you?
I felt the touch of his hands on mine, though it felt like a ghost.
It is you!
I grinned and wiggled my fingers in Dante’s hand, delighted to hear his low chuckle in response.
If you’re dreaming, how are you doing this?
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’ve only dreamed my way here once before, remember? I’m figuring this out as I go.”
There was a pause, then, I’m glad you’re here, Abby. Wherever here is. I almost don’t dare ask how it is possible in case this doesn’t happen again. In case this is the only time we have left.
I felt the pressure of his hand around mine increase in a tight squeeze.
“Don’t talk like that,” I said. “I’m here now; I can come again. And we’ll figure out where you are and how to get you home.” My fingers prickled with impending numbness. I withdrew my arm from the shimmering air and rubbed my hands together until they were warm again. A pang of longing went through me. Already I missed the feel of his hand in mine. “Tell me what happened. What’s the last thing you remember?”
The door closed behind me, and I started walking. I don’t know for how long. But all at once I saw a net of stars above me.
“Stars?”
That’s what they looked like. But almost as soon as they appeared, I heard a noise. A scream. I started to run.
I could hear the tension in Dante’s voice as he related the events.
I thought it was Zo, and if it was, then I wanted to be there.
 I didn’t want to lose him—I couldn’t. The tension fell into
 frustration. It was so dark, though. And I wasn’t fast enough. I saw something up ahead.
“What? What was it?”
Dante continued as though he hadn’t heard me; maybe he hadn’t. A halo of white fire sped toward me out of the darkness. I thought at first that I had reached the other side, that what I was seeing was sunlight through the open door. But this light burned everything it touched—the walls, the ceiling, the entire machine—even me.
“It burned you?”
It burned everything. Dante’s voice sounded strained, feathered with panic at the edges. When it reached me . . . I didn’t have anywhere to go. I couldn’t escape it. The light—he made a strangled noise like a growl. I felt myself . . . fading, dissolving. Then the light passed over me—through me—and then . . . darkness.
A tremor shook me, so violent it made my teeth click together. I wrapped my arms around my chest. I could imagine Dante’s wall of light so clearly because I had seen it as well. But from the other side. I had the scars on my throat as a reminder of what had happened in that moment of destruction.
In my memory, I was on the desolate bank, alone except for the black hourglass door that had shut behind Dante. As I replayed that moment, I saw again the door disintegrating in a flare of white light.
“Dante,” I whispered, “do you know how long you have been—wherever you are?”
He paused, then said, No. I can’t sense the river at all. There is just me and Tony and the darkness. All the stars are gone, too.
“It’s been almost three weeks.” I closed my eyes against the thought of Dante wrapped in unending darkness for so long. I took a deep breath and said the impossible. “You never made it out the door. I think you’re still there somehow.”
What? I’m still in the time machine?
“I think so.”
Dante was quiet for a long time. So long, I started to wonder if we had lost our tenuous connection.
But if the time machine is gone—if the door is destroyed—then how can I leave?
“I don’t know,” I said, hating how often I found myself saying those words. “But there’s got to be a way.”
Tony screamed again, a piercing howl that brought sudden tears to my eyes. The cry seemed to take a long time to fade away. Even still, I could hear a low moan bubbling continuously in my inner ear. What had happened to Tony to cause such agony? And—I almost didn’t dare think it—would it happen to Dante too?
He must have been thinking along the same lines because his next words were low and fierce.
Hurry, Abby. Please.
“I will,” I said. “I’ll figure something out. Promise me you’ll hold on, that you’ll be here when I come back.”
Silence.
“Dante? Answer me!”
And then I felt his presence next to me so powerfully that my body trembled in anticipation. He was clearly still somewhere else and I was still in my dream, but suddenly the barriers between us were as thin as smoke.
I felt the ghost of his hands slide up my arms, my shoulders, to the curve of my neck.
“Dante, do you promise?”
Yes. The word rolled through me like thunder. I felt his lips touch mine in a kiss so lightning-fast it left the ends of my hair crackling.
Sound washed over me, the roar of a flood overrunning its banks—
And then he was gone.
I shivered with the loss, feeling a tingling numbness where he had touched me.
My thoughts felt equally numb, sluggish and leaden. These kinds of dreams were exhausting, but I knew I’d need to have more of them if I wanted any chance of solving the riddle of how to free someone from a prison that didn’t exist.
I wasn’t even sure how I had the dreams in the first place. Was it something I did before falling asleep? Something I ate? Maybe they couldn’t be controlled at all, and I was simply at the whim of an unknown power.
No. I refused to believe that. There had to be a way to control my dreams. A way to access this shadow side of the bank. A way to reach Dante before it was too late.
The dark sky seemed to lower over me, the weight of it making my shoulders hunch as though under an unseen burden. The bank felt unstable beneath my feet, sliding and shifting. I imagined a quicksand pit opening up and dragging me down, or a bottomless sinkhole with sheer walls like a throat, gulping me whole.
Stop it, I commanded, giving myself a little shake. You don’t have time for this.
I took a last look around the bank. This place had taken so much from me—it would not take Dante from me without a fight. I kicked down at the ground with my heel, daring it to make the first move.
It was long past time to wake up and leave this horrible in-between place—not quite the bank, not quite a dream. If Dante was caught in the limbo between doors, then it meant only one thing.
I had work to do.



Chapter 3
The knock on my door sounded like thunder to my tender hearing.
“Abby? Are you up yet?” Mom’s voice slipped through the crack in the door.
“Yeah,” I managed to croak. I checked the clock by my bed: 10:14. Later than I thought. What had I been dreaming about? Had Dante been there? My mind still rang with fragmented sounds of tolling bells, whispered voices, and wild screams.
“Good. Listen, I’ve got to run some errands; Hannah’s coming with me. Dad’s mowing the lawn if you need him. Oh, and Jason is here to see you.”
“Okay,” I called to Mom as I struggled to find my footing in the world of the awake. “I’ll be right down.” Rolling out of bed, I managed to exchange my pajamas for some sweats and a T-shirt.
As I reached for the doorknob, a sudden flash of light across my vision stripped away my sight, turning the world into a stark black-and-white outline. Except everything was switched, like the negative of a photograph. A raw shot of pain tracked fire along my nerves, ending in a knot between my shoulders. I closed my eyes as a wave of dizziness hit me, rocking through my stomach and making me nauseated. Needles of cold pricked at my wrists, turning my fingers numb. I shook them hard, trying to force some circulation back into them.
As quickly as it had hit, the contraction of pain disappeared and my vision returned to normal. I wiped the sweat from my forehead with hands that wouldn’t stop shaking.
In some ways it was like those white flashes I’d had a few months ago when I’d been out of sync with the flow of time. But this was worse. Much worse.
I didn’t know exactly what was going on. But I knew it was something bad.
***
Jason was waiting for me in the front room. He had made himself comfortable on the couch, piling the throw pillows to one side so he could lean back against the cushions with ease. It was his favorite spot to relax, and seeing him there—just as I had seen him there countless times before—evoked a sudden sense of déjà vu. There was something so right about seeing him there, and yet, something so wrong as well that I almost missed the last step on the stairs and had to grab at the banister to steady myself.
Jason leaned forward, one hand out to catch me even though I was too far away. “Are you okay, Abby? You look terrible.”
I offered up a weak smile. “Gee, thanks.” The world
 continued to tilt around me in a rolling circle. I made my way into the front room and sat down heavily next to Jason on the couch. I leaned against the mounded pillows, hoping they would offer some stability for my spinning vision.
Jason brushed the hair away from my face, his touch tender and cool. “Do you want me to get you a glass of water or something?”
I shook my head and then wished I hadn’t. “Just . . . give me a minute.” Breathing deeply, I counted my heartbeats, concentrating on keeping them even and steady. The world finally began to settle down and play nice.
“What are you doing here?” I asked, wincing a little at the harsh undertone to my words.
Jason didn’t seem to notice. He leaned back and reached his arm around my shoulder. “Do I need a reason to visit my best girl on graduation day?”
A thin whine of panic sounded deep in my ear. I wasn’t Jason’s best girl anymore. I hadn’t been for some time now. Why would he think I was?
“Uh, I guess not,” I stammered, trying to catch hold of my fluttering thoughts. “It’s hard to believe it’s already graduation, huh? Who would have thought we’d make it?” I grimaced; my words sounded lame even to me.
But Jason still didn’t notice. “I always knew you’d be top of the class. Abby Edmunds, valedictorian. It has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?” Jason traced his fingertips across the back of my hand, resting lightly on my wrist. He was sitting so close—almost too close.
The panic rose from a whine to a howl. I tried to shift away just a little, but the pillows were in the way.
“What are you talking about? I’m not valedictorian.”
Jason’s smile was indulgent and teasing. “It’s okay if you want to brag about it. Top marks. Every college fighting over you. Speaking of which, have you picked one yet?”
“Emery,” I said automatically. It was hard to concentrate; the edges of my vision kept blurring into a blue-white haze. “I’m going to Emery College.”
“Really?” Jason frowned. “When did that happen? Last night you were looking at USC.”
“USC didn’t want me.” The sting of rejection was all but gone, but in its place was something worse: doubt and confusion. I remembered getting the rejection letter; I still had the letter. Didn’t I? And what did Jason mean about “last night”? I hadn’t seen Jason since yesterday afternoon. Had I? My thoughts seemed to be fracturing along major logic lines, my memories sliding and colliding into new configurations.
“Since when?” Jason laughed. “Your acceptance letter came weeks ago. Nat and I are just trying to tag along as best we can.”
The blue-white haze hardened into a ring of ice, chilling my blood. The longer this conversation went on, the more things were wrong with it.
“At least you and Natalie are still together,” I said, unsettled by the sense of wrongness that filled the room.
Jason looked at me so strangely, I actually glanced over my shoulder to see if he was looking at someone else.
“What?” I asked.
“I’m not dating Natalie. We’re dating. In fact, we’re going out tonight to celebrate. Seven o’clock at that new barbecue place you wanted to try—the Devil’s Pit—remember?”
The edges of my vision rippled as the world did its horrible inside-out trick and another wave of white-hot pain contracted through me. I clenched my teeth around a gasp to prevent it from escaping.
“I don’t feel so good,” I managed to say. I actually felt worse than that, but there was no point in trying to articulate the details. When your whole body felt on fire, what was one more flame?
“You don’t have to be sorry for being sick. Are you okay? Do you think you’ll make it to graduation?”
“Yeah, I think so.” I didn’t dare nod; my headache had sprouted spikes.
“Listen, we don’t have to go out tonight. Why don’t we just do pizza and a movie instead?”
I couldn’t believe we were having this conversation. Jason and I hadn’t had a pizza-and-movie date since before we had broken up on Valentine’s Day. Jason should be dating Natalie—not me. Jason was not my boyfriend; didn’t he know that?
I had that sudden sense of false déjà vu again. I felt like I was standing still and the whole world had picked up, turned 180 degrees, and dropped down again. Everything was still there—just wrong. Everything had just . . . changed.
The panic in my chest exploded into full-blown terror. Pain twisted through me and a drizzle of cold seeped into my fingers and toes.
I faced Jason and set my jaw. “Kiss me,” I said, though I feared it sounded like a dare.
He blinked once in surprise, but clearly I didn’t need to ask him twice. Jason slipped his hand around the back of my neck and leaned close. His lips met mine and I felt a slightly electric ripple pass through me. But not a good kind of electricity, not like when Dante kissed me. This was more of the knife-in-the-toaster kind of shock. A buzzing burr that made me want to flinch.
Jason finally noticed. He broke off the kiss and backed away from me. A shadow of confusion turned his hazel eyes the color of desert sand, and his voice, when he spoke, was as dry and dusty. “Okay, that was weird.”
“You’re telling me,” I said. I lifted the back of my hand to my mouth, barely resisting the urge to wipe it against my lips. Instead I let my fingers rest on the locket around my throat, drawing strength from the familiar shape and weight of Dante’s silver heart. At least that hadn’t changed.
“What was that all about?” Jason said. “You kissed me like I was your brother.”
His words summoned two quick memories—our first kiss last January, then the February breakup—flashing back-to-
 back so fast they felt like a double punch to my gut. He wouldn’t have said that on purpose; it wasn’t like him to be deliberately mean. And I doubted that he was simply pretending those two pivotal events in our relationship had never happened.
No, this was something else. Something worse.
Zo had made it through the door where Dante hadn’t. And that meant that Zo was running unchecked, imposing his will on the river, on the past.
Jason didn’t remember those events happening because they had never happened. Jason remembered something different, a different past. One in which our first kiss had been fireworks for both of us, one where he and I were still dating, one where he still loved me—and not Natalie.
Things had changed—the evidence was sitting right next to me on the couch. Dante had said changes would be like rocks in the river, polluting the flow of time, creating dangerous ripples, undertows, riptides. I had known the changes were coming. I just hadn’t thought they would start so soon. Or hit so close to home. This was the first ripple in the river, and I knew it wouldn’t be the last.
If only I’d had some way to prepare, a hint of what was coming . . . I grimaced. Was that what the white flash had been about this morning? A signal that time was reversing and changing direction? If so, then maybe I had my own painful warning system in place, though I wasn’t looking forward to feeling like I’d been turned inside out every time a ripple of change reached me.
I realized I’d been sitting in silence for so long that the awkwardness in the room had turned palpable.
“Sorry,” I said, trying for a smile to break the tension. It didn’t work. I felt my heart constrict a little, and I dug my
 fingernails into my palms. “Could I have that glass of water now?”
Jason stood up from the couch without a glance at me or a single word. He returned from the kitchen and handed me a glass, careful not to let our fingers touch.
I noticed he didn’t sit back down next to me, but instead stood a pace or two away, his fingers tapping his leg, his body already tense and turned toward the front door.
I drained the glass dry in three long swallows, the water tasting like sand in my throat. Jason didn’t deserve to be caught up in this mess. Breaking his heart once had been bad enough. I really didn’t want to do it again.
Maybe I could change things on my end, set things right again. Maybe I could toss this particular rock out of the river.
“Thanks for your help, Jason. I’m feeling a lot better.” A small truth. “Let’s still go out tonight, but . . . maybe I should meet you at the restaurant, okay?”
“All right,” Jason said after a moment’s hesitation. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
I wrapped my hands around the empty glass and nodded; I didn’t dare meet his eyes in case he saw right through me.
“Okay.” He took a step toward me, and paused. “If you’re sure.”
“I’m fine.”
“Okay,” he said again. “Well. I’ll see you later, then.”
“See you.”
I waited until he’d closed the door behind him before I set the glass on the coffee table and went back upstairs to grab my cell phone off my desk.
“Natalie? Hey, can you do me a favor tonight?”
***
It had been surprisingly hard to convince Natalie to come to the Devil’s Pit. She kept saying she didn’t want to be a third wheel on my date with Jason. I kept trying to convince her that it would be fine. I finally had to promise to buy her dessert in order to get her to say yes. I hung up the phone and sighed. Here was more proof that things were out of whack. Normally Natalie would not have thought twice about coming along; we’d done enough as a group that no one ever felt like a third wheel. And since when had Natalie obsessed about dessert that much? She enjoyed a slice of New York cheesecake as much as the next person, but to hold out for it? No, that wasn’t like Natalie at all.
I went back downstairs and fell face first onto the couch, closing my eyes against the cushions. Playing matchmaker and fixing things might prove harder than I’d anticipated.
I heard the garage door rise with a growling hum. Great. Either Dad was done with the lawn, or Mom and Hannah were home. Or both. I wasn’t sure I wanted to deal with either possibility.
“I’m all done with the lawn,” I heard Dad say, followed by the sound of a kiss.
“Thank you, dear,” Mom said. “What are all those orange flags for?”
“I don’t know. They were in the lawn. Whoops—were you marking out some new flower beds or something?”
“No, I didn’t put them out there. Maybe Abby knows what they’re for.”
I heard the clatter of thin metal sticks falling on the counter and I looked up in shock. Those were the flags designating the dimensions of the door. If Dad had gathered them up, then that meant he didn’t remember they were mine. That wasn’t good. What else didn’t he remember? What else was different? The ripples of change were sweeping over my family too. What if everyone had changed but me? The thought made me dizzy.
“Is she home?” Dad asked.
“She better be.” Mom raised her voice. “Abby? Where are you?”
I sat up and turned in time to see Hannah run through the kitchen door, pause on the first step to glare at me, and then head up the stairs. I sighed a little in relief. I didn’t know why she was mad at me, but I didn’t care. It was typical Hannah behavior and that was good enough for me.
“I’m in here,” I called back.
“What’s going on?” Mom said, stepping into the front room. “Why aren’t you dressed yet? We have to leave by noon.”
“Graduation isn’t until three; we have plenty of time.”
Mom shook her head. “I can’t believe you forgot already. The principal specifically asked everyone who was on the program to be there at one. How would it look if the valedictorian showed up late to her own graduation?”
I bit down hard on my lip. There it was again—valedictorian. The changes in the river were starting to feel more widespread. More out of control. I just hoped they weren’t permanent.
“Oh, right,” I said, trying to cover my distress. “Sorry. It’ll just take me a minute.”
“Hurry, please. Hannah’s not happy at having to spend extra time at the school.” Mom walked back into the kitchen, and I heard her open the fridge and ask Dad if he wanted a quick bite before we had to leave.
“Sorry my graduation is an inconvenience for her,” I
 muttered, pushing myself off the couch and heading upstairs.
I indulged myself for a moment, imagining how it would feel to have really been named valedictorian of the school. Yes, my grades were good, but they weren’t perfect. And although I had done a lot of extracurricular activities over the years, they certainly didn’t add up enough to warrant valedictorian status. I had been too scattered, interested in too many things, to
 really have excelled in any one particular arena at school.
But could it have been different? Could I have been different? The kind of girl who set a goal to be valedictorian and then followed through on it, no matter what distractions came my way? Maybe. It certainly felt good to think about myself that way.
I closed my bedroom door behind me. I had planned to wear my favorite red blouse and a denim skirt underneath
 my graduation robes, something comfortable and not too
 fancy, but if I had to stand in as valedictorian, then I figured I’d better wear something more formal. I stepped out of my clothes and into a summer dress with sling-back shoes. It was a quick change, but it would have to do. The clock by my bed warned that it was almost noon. We’d have to leave in a few minutes.
My gaze fell on my desk, where, locked in the drawer, lay the biggest secret I’d ever kept. Those blueprints represented a goal that would require my complete attention. Build it,
 or don’t build it—there was no middle ground. No room
 for error or excuses. Once I started, I’d have to see it through to the end. No matter what. Was I up to the task? I hoped
 so.
Unlocking my desk drawer, I pulled out the binder where I kept Dante’s original blueprints. I had a backup copy of the plans, of course, but seeing his handwriting—the small hook he added to his lowercase “t”s—always made me feel connected to him. Like he was still close to me—close enough to communicate with me. I brushed my fingers over the cover of the binder. Close enough to touch.
I remembered the strange, ghostly touch of his hands on my hands, my arms. The touch of his lips against mine. It had been a dream—more than a dream—but that had been the best part of it for sure.
Taped to the top of the binder was the tiny slip of paper from my fortune cookie: “Remember June 4th. Great things are in store for you.”
I thought back to my date with Dante where I had cracked open that cookie. That had been the night I had first dreamed my way to the bank, the night Zo and Dante had discussed the fact that I could somehow summon the black hourglass door that led back to their home, more than five hundred years in the past.
I nibbled on the edge of my fingernail, an itch of worry just out of reach. That had also been the conversation where Zo had mentioned two people from Dante’s past: Orlando and Sofia. Orlando was Dante’s older brother, though I knew him as Leo. And as Leo, he had lived those five hundred years instead of skipping them like Dante had. But I had never found out who Sofia was.
Was she Dante’s sister? A girlfriend? Someone else altogether? I had asked Dante about her once, but he hadn’t
 answered my question, more concerned with the events on the bank and the threat Zo posed to us both.
I returned the plans to my desk drawer. As I turned the small key in the lock, a bolt of pain skewered through my stomach, and I doubled over, gasping as unexpected heat flared in my brain. The world around me reversed to black and white, the shadows as thin and sharp as the light. The air around me felt as viscous as blood.
Oh, no, I thought. Not again. Not now.
The flash was there and gone in a heartbeat. My vision stabilized; relief filled me. Maybe whatever changed this time would be small, localized.
A small bell chimed from my computer, alerting me to an incoming e-mail message. I forced my hand to stop trembling and reached for the mouse. Clicking on the small yellow envelope in the corner of the screen left me exhausted. If these changes in the river were going to be a regular occurrence—and I fervently hoped they were not—then I was going to have to build up my stamina.
The e-mail opened and I read the words on the screen. But they didn’t make any sense.
Dear Ms. Edmunds,
We regret to inform you that your application to Emery College has been declined.
Sincerely,
 Mr. Wilson Cooke
I read them again, baffled. I recognized all the individual words and I knew what they all meant, but somehow, when they were arranged in just that order, it was like trying to read hieroglyphics.
Emery didn’t want me? Impossible. I had an e-mail from one Mr. Wilson Cooke that said yes, they did. I had spent months planning my life at Emery, visiting the Web site every day, clicking on every link, reading every post, until I knew it top to bottom. And now this?
“It’s impossible,” I whispered if only to hear myself say it out loud, as though that would make it easier to understand, easier to believe.
“Abby!” Mom knocked on my door. “C’mon, sweetie, it’s time to go.”
“Just a second,” I called back, my attention divided. I grabbed for my phone even as I read the e-mail a third time. I had programmed Dr. Cooke’s phone number into my phone the same day I’d received my acceptance e-mail, so it was only moments before the dial tone turned into a ring. I bit my fingernail.
“Don’t be long,” Mom said.
“Okay.” I bounced my knee, keeping time with my agitation. “Answer already,” I muttered into the ringing phone. Yes, it was graduation day, but it was also a Friday. Surely someone would still be on campus.
“Good afternoon, Dr. Cooke’s office. How may I help you?” A woman’s voice answered in the neutral tones of secretaries everywhere.
“Yes, hello,” I said. “I’d like to speak with Dr. Cooke, please.”
“He is unavailable at the moment. Is there something I can help you with?”
“Maybe. I think there might be a mistake on my admission and—”
“Oh, no worries.” The neutral tone warmed up and I heard the distant click of fingernails clattering over a keyboard. “I’d be happy to look up your file and see what’s going on. What was your name again?”
“It’s Abby. Abby Edmunds.”
Another knock sounded on my door—a hard bang that told me Mom had sent Dad to collect me. Sure enough, I heard his voice call out, “Let’s go, Abs! We don’t want to be late.”
And I didn’t want to be denied admission to Emery. I covered up the mouthpiece. “Just a sec!”
“Everything okay?”
“Yeah, Dad, I’ll be right there.”
The secretary made a confused “humph” sound on the phone, pulling my attention to a point.
“What? What is it? Did you find it?”
“How do you spell your last name, again?”
My anxiety rose with each letter I listed. This couldn’t be happening. I scrolled through my inbox, looking for my original acceptance e-mail. Where was it? May. April. It had to be here. I had kept it; I knew I had. March. February. When I hit the e-mails dated January, I stopped.
“I found your file, but . . .” The secretary paused.
The edges of my vision rippled and I closed my eyes. No, oh, no, please, no . . . 
“But it’s . . . not on the acceptance list.” She paused again. “I’m so sorry.”
My hand began trembling again, but not from shock this time. I felt a thread of rage wind its way through my fingers, pulling them into a fist. This was Zo’s handiwork; it had him written all over it. First Jason and Natalie, then this valedictorian business, now Emery. I supposed it made sense that Zo would attack my life first, if only because I had been a thorn in his side, defying him every chance I got. But why did it have to hurt so much?
“Oh. Okay.” Numbness spread through me like cracks through ice. Even my voice felt brittle. “Thanks for checking.”
“Would you like to leave a message for Dr. Cooke?”
“No,” I said, turning off my computer. “No, thanks. I’m sorry to have bothered you. I have to go.”
I set the phone down. I was not going to cry. There would be too many questions if I went downstairs all splotchy and red. Questions I didn’t want to answer; questions I couldn’t answer. I took a deep breath. This isn’t real. It’s just Zo. This isn’t the way it’s supposed to be, I told myself. This isn’t real. But the pain was real. So was the uncertainty.
I looked at my bedroom door, closed and quiet. On the other side waited my family, ready to celebrate my graduation as valedictorian. And Jason, my boyfriend who still loved me. And a whole reality that was already drifting and dividing into wrongness.
Standing up from my desk, I crossed to the door. Until Zo was stopped, my life wouldn’t return to normal. Until then, there was nothing to do but face the changes the best I could. I took another deep breath, then opened the door and walked through.



Chapter 4
I spent the entire graduation ceremony on edge, waiting for another wave of pain to hit me, for some other part of my life to spiral into unexpected change.
I managed to stumble through a speech I didn’t remember writing. I barely heard them call my name. My diploma felt like plastic in my hands. The photographer’s flash was pure white and I broke out in a cold sweat at the temporary blindness. It seemed like everyone wanted to hug me—Mom, Dad, Hannah, Jason, Natalie—but I felt like a mannequin in their arms, detached and unnatural. My arms ached to embrace the one person who wasn’t there. The one person who would understand what I was going through.
My thoughts were filled with Dante. Our brief encounter last night had been over all too soon and had left me with more questions than I could possibly answer. Was my suspicion correct that he was trapped? And if so, was there a way to free him? And if not, what would happen to him? I feared his fate would be the same as Tony’s; I couldn’t bear to think of Dante screaming in pain the way Tony had.
I preferred to think of him standing tall and strong, his hands twined with mine, his gray eyes alight in anticipation of a long conversation with me, a warm smile at one of my silly jokes. My fingers brushed against the curve of the locket at my throat. I chose to remember the times he had held me close to his heart, made promises to remember me, told me he loved me.
I suspected my memories were going to be important in the coming days. I had to remember what had really happened—I had to hold on to the truth of the past—so I could identify the changes that were occurring and guard the river as best as I could until Dante could join me. I had to stand immovable against the constantly changing river of time that flowed around me. I hoped I was up to the task.
I heard my name being called for the second time. “What?” I swam up out of the depths of my own thoughts. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”
Mom sighed in exasperation. “Honestly, Abby. Is it too much to ask you to pay a little attention?”
“Sorry, Mom,” I said, straightening up and trying to smile brightly so she’d know I was being sincere. “I just have a lot on my mind. Graduation and everything, you know.”
“It’s a wonder you managed to graduate at all since apparently you have the attention span of a gnat,” Hannah muttered.
I aimed a kick at her ankle, which she deftly avoided. Little sisters were the worst.
“Be nice,” Dad chided both of us.
“Cindy!” Mom called out, standing on her toes and waving the graduation program in the air. “Cindy, over here!”
Cindy Kimball wove through the crowd, trailing Jason’s younger sister, Bethany, behind her. When Cindy reached us, she threw her arms around me in a lung-crushing hug. “I’m so proud of you, Abby. Congratulations!”
“Thanks,” I managed to squeak before she let me go in order to hug Mom and Dad and even Hannah. I rubbed at my chest, trying to introduce the circulation back into it. I couldn’t help but smile a little, though. Cindy’s enthusiasm was one of the things I loved about her.
“Isn’t it exciting that Jason and Abby are going to school together?” Cindy squeezed my mom’s arm. “You’d almost think we planned it that way.”
Mom laughed. “Now, Cindy, they seem to be doing just fine without us interfering.”
“But isn’t that our job? To interfere in our children’s lives?” Cindy winked at me.
I saw Hannah roll her eyes; Bethany leaned over to whisper something in Hannah’s ear. The two of them looked at me and laughed. I wished I could stick my tongue out at them, but Mom was watching me. Plus, now that I was officially a high-school graduate, I thought maybe I should act like one.
I did, however, want to put an end to this line of conversation. It was clear that Cindy thought I was still dating her son. And since neither Mom nor Dad had corrected her, it was safe to assume that the only person who knew the relationship was off was me. I had to get Jason and Natalie together—the sooner the better. Maybe in this version of the river Mom and Cindy still expected me and Jason to end up together, but I knew in the real world that wasn’t supposed to happen. How many times was I going to have to break someone’s heart?
“Where is Jason?” I asked.
Cindy looked around, unconcerned that perhaps she had misplaced one of her brood. “Oh, he’s around somewhere, I suspect. He’s taking you out tonight, isn’t he? I heard there was a party . . .”
I swallowed, feeling the sour churn of acid in my stomach. The ripple of change was growing wider, reaching further.
“I already have plans for tonight,” I started, quickly tacking on “with Jason” when I saw Cindy’s eyebrows lift in an unspoken question. “Yes. I have a date with Jason tonight.” The words felt wooden and clunky. I hoped they didn’t sound that way to anyone else.
“Mom, can we go now?” Hannah said, shifting back and forth. “This is boring.”
“It won’t seem that way when it’s your graduation. And no, we can’t leave yet. Abby still needs to turn in her cap and gown, and the principal wanted to talk to her before we go.”
“Hannah’s welcome to come home with us,” Cindy offered. “It’s no bother.”
“If you’re sure—” Mom started, but by then Hannah and Bethany were already racing each other for the double doors.
“Well, I guess it’s time for us to go,” Cindy said, laughing. She reached over and squeezed my arm again. “Congratulations, dear. We’re all so very proud of you.”
Mom wrapped her arm around my shoulder in a quick hug. Dad headed out into the crowd, clearing a small pathway for us to follow.
“Do you know what the principal wants to talk about?” I asked.
Mom hesitated, then hugged my shoulder again. “No, but I’m sure it’s nothing bad.”
Well, that didn’t help calm my fears. I felt uneasy as we left the crowded graduation ceremony for the slightly less-crowded hallway outside the principal’s office.
In all my years in high school, I’d never been inside the principal’s office except for the interview I’d done for the school paper. I tried to still my nerves. So much had already changed today, I hoped that what was waiting for me behind Principal Adams’s door was good news.
***
Principal Adams’s office hadn’t changed much since the last time I’d been in there. He still had the same framed pictures on the wall, the same dark brown desk with a stack of bright yellow legal pads on the corner, the same chipped coffee mug next to his computer. Principal Adams himself hadn’t changed much either: brown hair, brown suit, tired eyes. I breathed a small sigh of relief. With all the other changes going on around me, it was nice to find a spot that seemed untouched.
“Ah, Mr. Edmunds, Mrs. Edmunds. Thank you for coming.” Principal Adams looked up as we entered and rose to shake hands with my mom. “I’m sorry this is on such short notice.”
“It was no problem,” Mom said, smiling.
“What’s this all about?” Dad asked. I wondered the same thing.
“Please, have a seat.” Principal Adams gestured to the empty chairs in front of his desk. In addition to his two standard threadbare chairs, three additional chairs crowded close by, a mismatched trio obviously pulled into the office at the last minute. It seemed he was expecting a larger crowd than the three of us. Maybe Hannah had done the right thing in escaping when she’d had the chance.
“It’s good to see you again, Abby,” he said, directing a smile my way. “I could not have asked for a better student—a better valedictorian. You have done the school proud.”
“Thanks.” I didn’t know what else to say. In my real life, I didn’t deserve his praise, and I felt like a fraud sitting beneath his wide smile.
“And where is Hannah?” he asked.
“She headed home with a friend,” Dad said. “I thought you wanted to talk about Abby.”
“I do, but I thought the whole family might have enjoyed hearing the good news together.”
“Good news?” Mom asked, leaning forward in her chair.
“Oh, yes.” Principal Adams glanced between my parents and me, his smile growing wider. “It is good news indeed.”
I swallowed, feeling a small flicker of anticipation in my chest. After all the bad things that had happened, was it possible something good was coming my way?
“I know you applied to several schools,” he said directly to me. “And I know you have had your pick of places to go.” He paused, obviously savoring his next words. “In all your college shopping, did you ever consider Emery College?”
My heart almost stopped. It had only been a couple of hours since my terrible phone call to Dr. Cooke’s office. I frantically tried to figure out what the right answer was to his question. Emery had declined my application, and yet that meant they had an application to decline. Which meant that I had, at some point in this changed past, sent them an application.
“Um, yes,” I said quietly. “It sounded like a great school. I thought about going there.” But not now, I thought. Not until I can get my real life back on track.
“You did?” Mom said. “I thought you wanted to go to USC.”
“Well, they said yes, but—”
“USC is a fine school,” Principal Adams interrupted and held up his hands in a calming gesture as though we had been arguing the fact. “But Emery is a little different.”
“Like, Ivy League different?” Dad sounded worried. My family couldn’t afford that kind of price tag—not then, not now.
“Better.” Principal Adams beamed. “Emery College is an extremely exclusive institution and they are perhaps the most selective of all the liberal arts colleges in the country. They take only the best of the best, and they offer a single full-ride scholarship a year.” His eyes danced. “Which is yours, Abby, if you want it.”
“What?” The word felt like a thousand-pound weight on my tongue. I could barely get it out.
“Wait, say that again,” Dad said, sitting forward.
My thoughts tumbled end over end; I tried to find a stable idea to hold on to and get my bearings. Emery had said no; now they wanted to offer me a full-ride scholarship? I didn’t understand. I pressed a hand flat against my stomach, wondering if I’d missed that internal warning system that things were shifting. But there hadn’t been any noticeable pain. No white flashes, no crippling nausea. I looked to my parents for help, but they looked as confused as I felt.
Principal Adams smiled a little. “I know this news is a surprise, but believe me, this is quite an honor for you, for Abby, and for the school. I’d like to introduce you to someone.” He pressed a button on the phone on his desk. “Rachel, would you send him in, please?”
“Abby, what do you think? I mean, I thought you’d settled on USC. Would you like to change?” Mom touched my arm.
It was hard to get a read on what she wanted me to do. Now that things had changed, I didn’t know what kind of conversations had happened before this. I didn’t know if we had argued, if I’d begged and pleaded to go to USC, or if they had made the decision and insisted I obey.
Even though I didn’t know what had happened in the past, I knew what I wanted to happen in my future. Emery had always been my first choice—my only choice—and if I could still go, then my decision was easy.
The door opened behind me. Principal Adams stood up, came around the desk, and held out his hand for the visitor. “Thank you for being here. I’m sorry for the wait.”
“It’s no problem,” a deep voice replied, the trace of an accent underscoring his words.
I knew that accent. I knew that voice.
It was—I twisted in my chair—no one I knew.
He was tall, dressed in a finely tailored suit with a dark red tie knotted at his throat. He carried a black leather briefcase in one hand. A mane of dark brown hair surrounded his face. Round, wire glasses framed a pair of faded blue eyes.
Those eyes flicked a glance at me so quick it felt like a whip-kiss against my face, a strange combination of warning and welcome.
I jolted back, startled and stunned.
It was Leo.
Memories crowded behind my eyes, each one vying for attention. Leo, behind the golden-railed bar at the Dungeon, a white towel slung over his shoulder, a story in his eyes. Leo, hunched over a table in the darkness, rubbing at the faded chains on his wrists, a confession on his lips. Leo, carrying me to safety while an inferno raged behind him.
What was he doing here in Principal Adams’s office? And when had he started working for Emery College?
“Mr. and Mrs. Edmunds, I’d like you to meet Mr. Casella. He’s made a special trip here to talk to you and Abby about Emery College. Mr. Casella, this is the Edmunds family. And this”—he gestured to me—“is Abby.”
“It’s nice to meet you,” Leo said in his rumbly voice as he shook hands with my parents.
I stared at the scene in equal parts amazement, surprise, and fear. My parents smiled at Leo as though they’d never seen him before. But that was impossible. They knew Leo from the Dungeon; they knew him as Dante’s guardian. He had even come to my house once.
But perhaps they simply didn’t recognize him. I hadn’t at first, and I had seen him more often—and more recently—than my parents had.
Mom nudged me on the shoulder, breaking into my confused thoughts, and I stood up, automatically extending my hand to Leo.
“It’s nice to meet you, Abby,” he said, meeting my eyes directly for the first time. “I’ve heard so much about you.”
“Hi,” I managed, wondering if I was mistaken about who was really behind the disguise.
Leo’s faded blue eyes held mine for a moment. And then he smiled.
A shock of relief ran through me.
It was Leo. And he knew me. He remembered me—the real me.
Whatever Zo had changed in my life, it seemed to have bypassed my relationship with Leo. I wasn’t alone anymore. I had someone I could talk to who would understand, who knew the truth. More important, I had someone who could help me rescue Dante.
“Why don’t we sit down?” Principal Adams said. “I’m sure you all have a lot of questions.”
More than you know, I thought. I wanted to grab Leo’s arm and shake the answers out of him.
He caught my expression and a slight frown wrinkled his forehead. Not now. Wait. He sat in the chair across from me and set his briefcase on the floor by his feet.
“As I’m sure Principal Adams has told you, we at Emery are quite selective in our admissions.” He looked at me from across the desk and a small smile hovered around his mouth. “We don’t let just anyone in, you know.”
I couldn’t help it. I grinned; there was finally a light at the end of this long, dark tunnel.
Leo extracted a folder from his briefcase and opened it for my parents. He spread out the pages and pictures I’d seen so many times before as I wandered through the Emery College Web site, dreaming of the day I’d be walking there in person.
Mom and Dad hummed and nodded their way through Leo’s introduction and explanation. I could feel their excitement growing as they considered the fact that their daughter could be granted such a gift.
“Well, it certainly sounds wonderful,” Mom said.
“How did you guys find Abby?” Dad asked. “I mean, you probably had millions of applications for this scholarship.”
“Well, I don’t need to tell you that Abby is one in a million.” Leo smiled again, and the lines around his eyes crinkled. “Seriously, though, I can tell you that I personally reviewed every application and there was indeed something special about Abby. I could tell it from the first moment.”
“It all sounds perfect,” I said. “I don’t think I could say no.”
“I thought you might say that,” Leo said.
“Are you sure, honey? It’s so far from home.” Mom picked up a glossy photo of an ivy-covered brick building that had the words Live without Limits engraved in stone in front.
“USC isn’t exactly in our backyard,” I pointed out. “You said this would be my decision”—at least my parents had said that in the past; I hoped it was still true—“and my decision is Emery.”
Mom and Dad exchanged a glance, then a smile. Then Mom laughed in delighted surprise and wrapped her hand around Dad’s arm. “Can you believe it?”
Leo made a show of checking his watch as he stood up from the desk. “I’m sorry, but I have another appointment to attend to. If you’ll excuse me.” He reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a card, which he handed to me. “Welcome to your future, Abby. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me—anytime.”
I glanced down at the phone number printed on the
 simple, white business card. Beneath the typed numbers was a handwritten addition:
Dungeon. 8:00.
I looked up, but Leo was gone.



Chapter 5
Mom and Dad wanted to take the whole family out to celebrate, but I managed to convince them to wait a day. I had a date with Jason that I didn’t want to miss. Or rather, I had a date with Jason that I didn’t want Natalie to miss. I wasn’t sure at all that what I had in mind would work, but I had to take the chance. Leo may have come back, but Dante was still gone and Zo was still loose. I couldn’t do much, but maybe I could do this.
There was a pretty big crowd at the Devil’s Pit. I waited in the front, keeping one eye on my watch and the other on the door. It would be tricky to get to the Dungeon by eight if Jason and Natalie were much later. And I didn’t want to miss meeting up with Leo. I still couldn’t believe he had waltzed back into my life as though nothing had happened. And what was up with that whole Emery College thing? I had a lot of questions, and Leo had a lot to answer for.
Natalie pushed through the front doors and I waved at her over the crowd.
“Nat, over here.”
“It’s crazy tonight,” she said when she reached me. “I think the whole school is here.”
“Probably because it’s the new place.” I winced as someone with sharp elbows wriggled past me. “I miss the Dungeon,” I sighed.
“Me too,” Natalie said. “There was way more room. And better music.” She wrinkled her nose at the heavy bass thumping through the air.
I checked my watch. “I wonder where Jason is. He’s not usually this late.”
“Are you sure it’s okay that I’m here?” Natalie looked over her shoulder at the door. “I mean, it’s your date night and everything.”
“I want you to be here. We both do. It’ll be fun.”
Natalie twisted her mouth, unconvinced.
“There’ll be cheesecake,” I reminded her.
“Well . . .”
“Hi, Abby, sorry I’m late.” Jason slipped up behind me and placed his hand on the small of my back. He moved in to kiss me, but at the last minute hesitated and placed a kiss on my cheek. “Hi, Natalie,” he said carefully, looking at me. “Double-date night?”
Natalie’s expression darkened, and I jumped in before she could say anything. “Um, no, I, uh, I invited her to come with us.”
“Oh,” Jason said, catching on. “Oh, okay. That’s great.”
“Kimball, party of two.” The announcement cut into the music, crackling over the speakers.
“Party of two?” Natalie repeated and shook her head. “I can take a hint. Have fun—I’ll catch you later.”
“No, wait.” I held onto her arm. I groaned inside. I hated the tension that suddenly exploded between us. It didn’t use to be like this. We used to all get along just fine as one big group. “Look, I can’t explain right now, but trust me. It’s going to be okay. I have to go—”
“What? What about our date?” Jason asked, his eyebrows drawn down in confused frustration.
“Where are you going?” Natalie spoke at the same time.
I held up my hands, hoping I was doing the right thing.
“Last call for Kimball, party of two.”
“Right here!” I called out, waving at the hostess standing at her desk. “We’re coming!”
“Abby, what are you doing?” Jason asked, a sharp edge to his voice.
I met his hazel eyes. “What I have to.”
The hostess reached us, smiling, with menus in her hands. “Follow me, please.”
I took a step back and, at the same time, pushed Jason and Natalie closer together. “I’ll talk to you guys later.”
“Wait—” Jason reached for me.
But I was already gone, shoving my way toward the front doors, my heart in my throat.
I didn’t dare look back.
***
I parked my car at the curb and jogged across the street, heading for the dark lot on the corner, chasing my shadow as the sun slowly set behind me. It wasn’t quite eight o’clock yet, which was good. I’d raced from the Devil’s Pit; I hadn’t been to the Dungeon since the night of the fire and I wanted to be alone for my first visit back. I slipped my hand into my pocket to touch the card Leo had given me, running my fingers along the edges to the sharp corner points.
In my mind’s eye I could still see the somewhat plain two-story building that had been the hub of my social life for the last few years—Leo’s Dungeon—but the scorched wreckage that remained bore no resemblance to that familiar haunt. The inferno that had consumed the Dungeon had been insatiable, devouring walls, floor, and roof and melting the paved parking lot into a thick, black soup.
The lot should have been filled with cars and kids, laughter and music spilling out of the Dungeon’s open doors. The Dungeon itself should have been packed as the entire senior class gathered to celebrate graduation night. But the place was deserted, destroyed. All that remained was a desolate wasteland.
I stood at the edge of the yellow caution tape that fluttered in the breeze, a poor barrier against trespassers. I smoothed the tape between my thumb and my fingers, watching the light and shadow flickering in the jumbled heaps of stone and metal at my feet. The warmth of the sun felt like flames against my back. I closed my eyes briefly, remembering the last time I had been here.
The night of the fire. My memories of that night were chaotic, just fragments of image and sound. Mostly I remembered Leo: the strength in his arms as he carried me to safety, the sound of his voice rumbling through his chest as he said good-bye. By the time I woke up in the hospital four days later, he was already gone. That had been the last time I’d seen him. Until today.
I opened my eyes to check the time, and a fracture of white in the field of black caught my attention. Perhaps something had survived the blaze after all.
I ducked under the tape, carefully avoiding the burnt beams and twisted metal that lay scattered on the blackened earth.
It wasn’t so easy to avoid the memories that flooded through me with each step.
Here was where the Signature Wall used to stand, collecting the names of my friends in their individual scribbles and scrawls.
Here was where Leo had tended bar, and where he had offered me his famous Midnight Kiss, filled with a story and a wish.
Here was the stage where Dante had recited his poem and where Zo and his band had played “Into the River” for the first time.
Here were the stairs that led to Dante’s room, where I had forced my way to the bank to save him—only to let him go.
A sliver of white glimmered like polished bone amid the wreckage of the Dungeon. I crouched down, carefully brushing away the gray ash that coated the ground.
A delicate face smiled up at me. I recognized it immediately as the porcelain ballerina from Leo’s cabinet of curiosities. I was amazed that anything had survived the fire, especially something as fragile as this. I turned her over carefully in my fingers, wiping away the dust and ash from her pink skirt, frozen in mid-flare, and her tightly wound bun on the back of her head. She stood on one pointed toe, her long white arms curving in a circle above her head. Her other leg was extended, ending in a sharply pointed toe.
I felt the world tilt around me. I clearly remembered the moment when this very same ballerina had shattered into a thousand pieces. My memory called up the scene exactly: the afternoon sun slanting on the Dungeon’s floor; Dante’s features, drawn and tight with worry; the slight tremble in his gloved fingers as he opened the cabinet of Leo’s curios; the heft of the brass hinge that he dropped into my hands. I remembered the ballerina breaking. But now it was here in my hands, whole and unbroken.
How many more fragments of displaced time would I find?
I hated this horrible double vision. I hated looking at something but seeing something else. I hated not knowing what to expect, what to remember. I hated not knowing the truth.
Anger surged through me and I wrapped my fist around the figure, feeling how fragile it was. One sharp squeeze, that was all it would take. Just one fierce twist and the ballerina would fracture into pieces, snapping her off her precariously pointed toe.
Just like my life had been fractured into pieces. If Leo hadn’t opened up the Dungeon, then Zero Hour wouldn’t have played there, and Zo wouldn’t have gotten his claws into Valerie, and Dante wouldn’t have had to save her, and I wouldn’t have had to save him, and he wouldn’t have left—
The soft sound of music interrupted my thoughts. Tiny, metallic notes drifted up from the ballerina’s stand. I glanced down in surprise. I hadn’t known it was a music box. The dancer pivoted on her toe, turning in a tight circle.
“I’m glad she survived,” a voice said from behind me. “She was always one of my favorites.”
I turned, the ballerina cradled in my hand. “Leo!”
He had exchanged his suit and power tie for his more familiar white shirt and slacks. His once silver-white hair was still dark brown, though the glasses were gone. He smiled at me, and in the transition time of twilight, he looked so much like Dante—although a slightly older Dante—that I had to stop and catch my breath.
“I’m glad you came,” Leo said.
“Like I had a choice. Where have you been? Do you know what’s going on? Things are changing and it’s bad—”
“Slow down. One question at a time, please.”
I took a deep breath and focused my energy on the most important question.
“Have you seen Dante? I think he’s somewhere on the bank.”
Leo seemed surprised. “If he has been there, I haven’t seen him. He’s free of the bank now, remember? He doesn’t have to go there if he doesn’t want to.”
I shook my head before Leo stopped speaking. “He’s trapped somewhere. He said the door—I don’t know—collapsed around him before he could get out. I think he’s still inside.”
“Inside the time machine? That’s impossible.”
“I don’t think that word has much meaning anymore,” I said dryly.
Leo was silent a moment, his eyes unfocused in thought. “You spoke to Dante? When?”
“Last night. I was on the bank and I heard his voice. But I didn’t see him.” I wondered if I should mention his kiss, but decided against it. Some things were better kept private.
Leo frowned. “You were on the bank last night? By yourself?”
I shook my head. “I wasn’t there exactly. It was more like a dream—”
“The bank is dangerous. You shouldn’t have been there.”
“Believe me, I didn’t intend to go.”
“Something changed on the bank last night. The sky turned black. That’s never happened before.”
“I know. But what about Dante?” I looked at Leo, feeling frustrated and maybe a little desperate. “He’s not on the bank, he’s not in the river, and he’s not with Zo. Where else could he be?”
“But if he is trapped in the machine, and the machine is gone . . .” Leo trailed off in thought. “Where is he, exactly?”
“You don’t know? I thought you knew all about the door and how it worked.”
“I know a lot, but not everything. This is new territory for me too.”
“So, what do we do?”
Leo looked at me with sadness in his eyes. “We’ll have to wait. Until we know more, learn more, there isn’t much else we can do. But we’re not going to leave him, Abby. I promise.”
I looked down at the ballerina in my hands. I knew how she felt: fragile and alone, teetering on a point. I knew I had made the right choice in letting Dante go, even though it had been a hard choice, but now I wondered if I was partly to blame for the danger he was in. The thought twisted in my heart like a knife.
“Why did you leave me?” I didn’t mean for the pain I felt to come through so clearly. Once I’d started, though, I couldn’t stop. “You just vanished. Do you know what it’s like to wait for someone who isn’t coming back? It was bad enough to know that Dante was gone, but I was counting on you still being there. Then you were gone too.”
Leo’s face crumpled. “Ti chiedo perdono, mia donna di luce. Mi dispiace di averti causato pena.”
“I don’t want your apologies,” I said, recognizing some of the words from Dante’s brief lessons in Italian. “I want an explanation.”
“Would you believe me if I told you I left to make it easier for you?”
“Easier? Nothing about this has been easy.”
Leo exhaled slowly, and the lines around his eyes and mouth seemed to deepen, aging him as he stood there. “You’re the only one who knows my story,” he said quietly, not looking at me. “You know I’ve lived a long life—a life of sacrifice. I don’t say that for sympathy or to make myself into some kind of martyr. I say it because it’s the truth. My life has been a constant series of good-byes. I can settle down in a place for only so long before I have to say good-bye. When I moved here
 and built the Dungeon, I did so with the knowledge that
 eventually I would have to leave it all behind. I’ve gotten very good at leaving. Maybe too good.”
He stooped and gathered up a handful of ashes and dust, letting the gray shadows slip through his fingers.
“When the Dungeon burned, I knew it was time to leave. I couldn’t stay.”
“But why not? You knew I needed your help.”
“If I had stayed, there would have been questions. Awkward questions. How would I have explained Dante’s absence? What would I have done about the Dungeon? Rebuilt it? It’s difficult enough to hold down a regular nine-to-five job with my . . . condition. I lost my home. And it’s not like I have family I could stay with.” Leo shook his head. “My life here was over, I could see that clearly.”
“So where did you go?”
A ghost of a smile appeared on his weary face. “Nowhere.”
I drew my eyebrows together in confusion.
The smile solidified. “I packed up; I told everyone I was moving away. I had to appear to leave, but I never left you, mia donna di luce. I couldn’t.” He looked out over the quiet houses. A soft breeze ruffled his hair. “I stayed on the bank for as long as I could. When I’d come back, I was careful to stay hidden, isolated. I had time; I could wait.”
“What were you waiting for?” My voice was low, weighed down by the magnitude of Leo’s actions.
“You.” His voice caught on the word. “I knew that eventually the time would come when you’d need my help. And then last night, things changed.”
“Everything’s changed,” I murmured. “And I don’t know how to fix it.”
“That’s why I came back. Whatever is happening, it’s too much for one person to handle alone. I’m here to help.”
“How?”
“However you need me to.” He squared his shoulders, lifting his chin. Then he bowed low, his hand over his heart. “Faró quello che desidera, donna mia.”
Even though I didn’t understand the words, the message was clear. The air was thick with expectation and I was reminded that long ago, in his other life, Leo had been a soldier and a warrior. He had been a hero.
He remained still, waiting for me to respond.
Time seemed to slow and thicken like it did when I was with Dante. I was acutely aware of the breeze slipping past, of the crunch of dirt beneath my feet. I took a step toward him, touched his shoulder. “Thank you, Leo. I will honor your vow.” I wasn’t sure where the words came from, but they felt like the right ones to say.
He stayed motionless for another moment, then straightened quickly. He moved his fingers from his heart to his lips and then held out his hand to me, palm up.
The gesture felt formal, almost as though it had been rehearsed from a long-ago ritual. I placed my hand atop his. Again, it felt like the right thing to do.
“Grazie,” he said simply.
“Lel e benvenuto,” I replied, a little surprised at how easily the Italian came to me.
Leo smiled then, a complex emotion crossing his face. It looked like pride, but with a touch of sadness beneath.
I withdrew my hand and closed my fingers. I wasn’t quite ready to let go of the warmth of his touch. The entire moment had felt strangely familiar, like waking up from a dream you can almost remember, but as soon as you try, it’s gone.
I tried to marshal my thoughts back in line. “So what was all that business with Emery?” I asked. “If you never really left, I guess that means you don’t really work for the college, does it? And why didn’t my parents recognize you?”
“No one expects to see someone they’re not looking for,” Leo said. “A fast dye job, some reading glasses, and a nice suit are usually enough for a quick meeting. I said I worked for the college; they expected to see someone from the college. As a result, they didn’t see me.”
“It seems like a lot of work for you to do.”
“After what happened last night, I knew I needed to get in touch with you as soon as possible. I knew you would be at graduation and I thought it would be the best way to reach you. I called Principal Adams this morning, told him the story of the scholarship to Emery, and asked if he could arrange a meeting.”
“So, that’s all it was—just a story? I don’t really have a scholarship?”
“I told the truth. There is a scholarship, and it’s yours if you want it.”
“In my real life—the life I had yesterday—I had earned a place at Emery fair and square, but this morning I found out that they had rejected my application. And then you showed up.” I shook my head. “It’s all so messed up. It’s all happening so fast. I don’t know what to believe anymore.”
Leo caught my gaze and held it. “I know things are bad right now. I know it’s hard to see the end. But believe me—we can fix this. We will. You, me, and Dante—we will. Can you believe that? Can you hold on?”
Hold on. I had made Dante promise me the same thing at the end of my dream. I looked up at Leo. With his dark hair, he looked so much like Dante it made my heart constrict. I felt a tingling in the palm of my right hand and I squeezed my fingers into a tight fist.
I felt like all I had were my memories of what I knew to be true. I would be strong and hold on until I could find a way to fix things, return them to the way they were supposed to be.
“Yes,” I said. “I will.”
Leo nodded solemnly. “Good. Then what would you like me to do first?”
***
Leo and I talked for another hour, trying to figure out a plan of action, but without knowing exactly where Dante was or what exactly was happening to him, it was hard to settle on something that would work. Finally, I asked Leo to go back to the bank and make sure—doubly sure—that Dante wasn’t there. It was all I could think of to do. Leo wasn’t happy about it, but in the end he agreed. I assured him I would be fine while he was gone, but once he had left and I was alone in the broken ruins of the Dungeon, I wondered if I had told him the truth.
Fine was such a noncommittal response, a word that covered a host of emotions and meanings. It was the best I could hope for under the circumstances.
I turned the ballerina on her music-box stand, the notes filling my hands like fine grains of sand. But once they slipped away and I was left standing in silence, I realized how hard it was to hold onto anything anymore.



Chapter 6
You’re sure you want to go by yourself?” Mom asked me the next afternoon. She had parked the car in the small lot, but left the engine running. She touched my arm as I stole a glance at the building in front of us and read again the sign posted in the immaculate lawn: James E. Hart Memorial Hospital.
The building didn’t look like a hospital. In fact, it looked more like a bed-and-breakfast with its brightly painted shutters and gingerbread trim around the eaves. A flower bed lined the cobblestone walkway, and a white wicker patio set sat empty beneath a tall oak tree. It looked so normal it gave me the creeps.
I took a deep breath and unfastened my seat belt. “I’d like to see her alone. I’ll be okay,” I said, hoping it was true.
“Call me when you’re done?”
I nodded and opened the car door. I waited until Mom had driven away before I turned and walked up the short path to the front entrance.
The woman who opened the door was dressed in pastel hospital scrubs; her shoes were somewhere between sneakers and slippers. She wore a small plastic name tag that read “Dr. Blair.” She smiled brightly at me. “You must be Abby,” she said, stepping aside so I could come inside. “Dr. Hamilton said you would be coming by today.” She closed the door and looked at me expectantly.
“Oh, sorry,” I said, fumbling in my purse for the note from Dr. J. Hamilton’s office granting me permission for a one-hour visit with Valerie. Since when did friends need a doctor’s note to visit? It sounded like the setup to a very bad joke with a worse punch line: When that friend was in a mental institution.
I handed the note to Dr. Blair, feeling awkward and uncomfortable and hating every moment of it.
She briefly glanced at the note before tucking it into her pocket. “Right this way, please.”
I followed her into a side room that had been decorated more like a parlor than an office. Instead of hard plastic chairs along the wall there was a cozy love seat draped with blankets and covered with pillows. Dr. Blair sat down behind a desk and adjusted the lace tablecloth, moving the vase of fresh flowers to the other corner of the desk so we could see each other more easily. She turned on the stereo, and soft music floated into the room from hidden speakers.
I felt the hairs on my arms prickle with unease. Why couldn’t it just have been a hospital? I could have handled a hospital. I didn’t know what to make of this strange hybrid of hospital and hotel.
Dr. Blair clasped her hands on the desk and smiled at me.
I felt strangely like I’d been called to the principal’s office. I sat on the edge of the love seat, tense and ready to bolt out of the door if given the chance.
“Abby, there are a few general rules here at James E. Hart Memorial Hospital.”
I nodded, gripping my purse tighter in my hands. I just wanted to see Valerie. Why couldn’t she take me to my friend, already?
“First, you should know that our guests—we refer to them as ‘guests’ and never as ‘patients’—are here because they need a safe place to rest and recover from whatever traumatic event brought them here. We do all we can to make their stay with us as comfortable as possible. So while you are here visiting, we ask that you speak quietly, move slowly, and that, at all times, you exude an aura of peace.”
I blinked. How, exactly, was I supposed to do that? I didn’t dare ask.
“Second,” Dr. Blair continued, “we ask that you don’t interact with anyone other than the guest you are here to visit. I know it may be tempting to smile or say hello to the guests you see in the common area or the yard, but for your own safety it is best if you avoid any unnecessary contact.”
I swallowed. What kind of place was this? How could Valerie’s parents stand to keep her here?
“And lastly, we forbid any kind of electronic devices on the premises.” She held out her hand. It took me a moment to realize what she wanted.
“Oh, of course,” I said, opening my purse and handing over my cell phone.
“And since you will be visiting with Valerie today, I’m afraid I will also have to ask for your watch.”
I glanced at the gold watch on my wrist. I’d gotten the watch for my last birthday, and I’d worn it today specifically because I’d hoped it would remind Valerie of her life before all this happened.
“We have learned that with Valerie it is best not to take any kind of timekeeping device into her room. No watches, no clocks. You understand.”
Actually, I might be the only one who did understand. I obediently unclasped my watch and handed it over as well.
Dr. Blair swiftly locked my watch and my phone into the drawer and then brushed her hands together briskly. I wondered if her smile was permanently fixed on her face.
“Now, then, shall we go visit your friend?”
I nodded and followed her out of the room, trying my best to exude an aura of peace.
Valerie’s room was on the second floor and, thankfully, we didn’t pass any other staff or guests on our short journey down the hall and up the stairs. I didn’t want to accidentally make eye contact with anyone I wasn’t supposed to.
“Now, then, Abby, you may visit for one hour. If you wish to leave early, simply say so and I’ll escort you out.”
“But Dr. Hamilton said I’d be able to see Valerie alone,” I said.
“Oh, yes, that’s true. But we watch and record everything that goes on with our guests.” Dr. Blair pointed up at the black dome attached to the ceiling. “It’s just one more way we make them feel safe and secure here at James E. Hart Memorial Hospital. Now, are you ready for your visit?”
Dr. Blair didn’t wait for me to answer, instead reaching past me to open the door to Valerie’s room. I stepped inside, feeling cautious and shy. For one crazy moment, I felt like I was meeting a blind date.
Then I heard the door close—and lock—behind me. My mouth was dry and I felt my hands tingle with fearful anticipation.
“Valerie?” I whispered.
She sat in one of the two chairs that had been arranged next to the window, the pale drapes parted to let in the morning sunlight. I tried not to notice the diamond pattern of reinforced glass on the window or the fact that the chairs were made of molded plastic so there were no sharp edges or any way to take them apart. A faded bedspread covered the twin bed pushed into the corner. Two dolls lay propped up on the pillows.
Along one wall was an open closet filled with hangers of identical fluffy white bathrobes and folded stacks of gray sweatpants and loose shirts. My heart sank at the sight of Valerie sitting passively by the window, wearing a pair of those sweatpants and a plain white T-shirt. Her hair was still short and black, the same as the last time I’d seen her, on the night of the Spring Fling all those weeks ago; the nurses here must be keeping it trimmed. Her face was free of any makeup or expression. Her vacant eyes stared without blinking.
The Valerie I knew, who loved the latest fashions and the brightest colors, wouldn’t have been caught dead in such bland and shapeless clothes.
But that was the whole point, wasn’t it? She hadn’t died that horrible night on the bank—she’d simply lost her mind.
And it was my fault.
If I hadn’t asked Dante to take me to the bank, then Tony wouldn’t have seen the bridge and the door and then Zo wouldn’t have taken Valerie away and then she wouldn’t be here in this horrible place under the care of the unsettling Dr. Blair.
I sat down in the chair across from Valerie and her distant eyes, my legs suddenly unable to support my weight. I reached out and touched the white plastic name band that overlaid the black chains tattooed around her wrists. Somehow the sight of that black-and-white combination made the whole thing real. I swallowed hard and felt a hiccup in my chest.
Was I a bad friend if I wondered whether perhaps death would have been a kinder fate than being locked up in this place?
“You’re not a bad friend,” Valerie said. “And I’m glad I’m not dead.”
“What?” I didn’t think I’d spoken my thoughts out loud.
“I’m glad I’m here at the James E. Hart Memorial Hospital. They take good care of me.” She finally turned to look at me and there, deep in her shadowed eyes, was a flicker of light, but if it was of lucidity, I couldn’t tell.
“It’s good to see you, Valerie,” I said. My voice sounded funny to my ears, muffled by my pounding heartbeat. “I’ve missed you.”
She didn’t say anything for a long time, and I squirmed a little under her gaze.
I saw a flash of color on the wall behind her. “Did you draw that?” I asked, pointing over her shoulder.
Valerie didn’t look where I pointed, but simply nodded. “I like drawing pictures. They help me see what’s real.”
“What’s it a picture of?” I stood up from my chair and took the few steps to her bedside.
Heavy crayon strokes and shapes covered the paper taped to the wall. A line of neon green for the grass, a ball of yellow for the sun, three triangles stacked on a stump for a tree. Standing next to the tree was a man-shaped shadow with dark hair curling up from the head like smoke. The only feature on the blank face was a razor-sharp grin.
My heart stuttered. “Who is this?” I asked, though I feared I knew the answer. I knew that grin.
Valerie joined me. “He watches over me,” she said. “He keeps me safe from prowlers and predators.” She suddenly looked down. “Would you like to play with my dollies?” She plucked the two dolls from the bedspread and sat on the edge of the bed. “They don’t like me having my dollies, but they don’t like me not having my dollies more.” Her smile didn’t look quite right. I couldn’t help but think of the bared fangs on a rabid wolf. “They haven’t learned yet that I always get what I want.”
I swallowed and nodded cautiously, sitting next to her on the bed. “I’d love to play with you.”
“Good. I’ll be the Pirate King.” She held up one figure. The doll had dark hair fringed with white and a wide, predatory smile beneath coal-black button eyes. For all that it was a simple rag doll, it looked eerily like Zo. I could see where Valerie had drawn chains around the doll’s wrists with a yellow marker. I wondered about the chains, though—why were they gold instead of black? Maybe yellow was the only color she’d had access to.
“And you can be the River Policeman.” Valerie handed me the second doll and I felt a flush of surprise. This doll also had dark hair and yellow chains inked around his wrists, but his button eyes were silver and his smile was small and secretive. He wore a long blue coat with a sheriff’s star drawn on the lapel. I half smiled at the thought of Dante as a policeman, patrolling the river, on the prowl for lawbreakers.
Then I remembered the ghostly feel of his hand holding tight to mine and the whisper of his voice, Hurry, Abby. Please.
“What should we play?” I asked, my mouth dry and my mind rough with unwelcome thoughts.
“Oh, I know a lot of good stories. They’re in my head all the time now, but sometimes the endings change when I’m not looking. Stories can be tricky that way. You have to watch them carefully all the time or else they’ll catch you and you’ll never get away.” She clapped her hands in delight. “I know! Let’s play the story of how the brave Pirate King escaped from the bad River Policeman.” She leaned forward conspiratorially. “This is one of my favorites.”
“I don’t know that story,” I said, glancing between the Zo and Dante dolls. I knew, with a sinking feeling in my heart, that this story was not going to be one of my favorites.
“Of course you don’t, darling,” Valerie scoffed, and for a moment she sounded like her old self. I glanced up in hopeful surprise, but her eyes held a hard edge of anger. “Don’t be stupid. I haven’t told it to you yet.”
“Oh,” I murmured, my heart quiet. “Right.”
“The story starts with a gunshot.” Valerie slapped her hands together with a bang and I jumped, making the bed bounce a little.
“It’s not a real gun, silly,” she said, giggling. “It’s just the sound I hear in my head when I tell this story. Sometimes it sounds like a door closing and a key turning in a lock. Do you know what that sounds like?”
I nodded. The echo of the door closing behind Dante rang in my ears every moment of every day.
“Then the story sounds like footsteps—running from the beginning straight to the end. It’s a fast story, so I hope you can keep up.” She tapped her toes on the floor, the bottoms of her slippers rasping like sandpaper.
“The Pirate King likes to run too.” She moved the doll’s legs up and down on her knees. “He likes to run through grass and across fields and over bridges. But mostly he likes to run through puddles. He likes to see the splash and the ripples. He even likes to run on the deck of his boat. He built a boat, you know—a fast boat—and sails it up and down the river. His boat is so fast that nothing can stop him. He knows that for a fact so he stands at the front of his boat and laughs into the wind.”
She tilted the doll’s head back with her fingers and laughed. I felt a sick twist in the pit of my stomach as Zo’s laugh filled the room.
“But one day, when the Pirate King was standing high on the crow’s nest looking up at the stars, he saw a strange sight. A River Policeman was sailing behind him in a dinky old dinghy.”
She held a doll in each hand so they were face-to-face.
“‘Stop!’ the River Policeman shouted.
“The Pirate King just laughed into the wind. ‘You can’t stop me. I am too fast for you.’
“‘I’ll follow you wherever you go,’ the River Policeman said. ‘You won’t get away from me.’
“‘Full speed ahead!’ the Pirate King shouted to his crew.” Valerie paused, looking at me with her head tilted to one side. “I think every pirate ship needs a crew, don’t you? I don’t have any other dolls yet, so you’ll just have to imagine the other pirates.”
It was all too easy to imagine Tony and V as rag dolls with matching black button eyes, following in Zo’s footsteps. I tasted acid in the back of my throat. But Tony wasn’t with Zo, I reminded myself. He was with Dante somewhere in the dark place between doors, disappearing with each successive scream. I dragged my thoughts back to Valerie’s story. As unsettling as her words were, I preferred them to thinking about the alternative.
“The Pirate King orders the crew to sail faster and faster, and it seems impossible, but the River Policeman keeps up with them. In fact, it starts to look like he’s gaining on them, that he’ll catch the Pirate King and his crew.”
Valerie chased one doll with the other up and down her lap.
“The Pirate King can’t let that happen. He knows the River Policeman would take him away in chains and wouldn’t let him run free through the grass and the fields and the puddles anymore. So the Pirate King orders his crew to stop and make a stand.”
She paused. I held my breath for the next part of the story.
“The River Policeman climbed aboard the pirate ship and cornered the Pirate King’s crew. But it was a trap! The Pirate King was smarter and stronger and faster than anybody could have imagined. They fought and fought until the river turned black with blood and the stars fell from the sky.”
The two dolls wrestled on Valerie’s lap while she growled and grunted deep in her throat.
“But just when it looked like the River Policeman was going to win—surprise!”
Suddenly, she reached out and tore away the policeman’s eyes, the silver buttons as small and thin as dimes in her hand.
“‘I’m blind,’ the River Policeman shouted. He tried to cry, but since he didn’t have any eyes, how could he have any tears?”
She threw the ruined doll on the floor by her feet and lifted the Pirate King high above her head in victory. “And so the Pirate King and his crew sailed away, off on another adventure, and they left the River Policeman on the riverbank, blind and bleeding and helpless.”
She lowered the Pirate King doll and looked at it fondly. “I love stories with happy endings, don’t you?” She looked at me with a huge smile. “What was your favorite part?”
She didn’t let me answer, which was good since the only word I could think of was no. Just—no. A unilateral negation of everything that was happening.
“My favorite part is the ending. When the story is in my head, I can see all the endings. And they all end the same way—with a kiss between the king and his queen.” She lifted the Pirate King doll up and kissed the painted mouth with a loud, smacking sound. “I can’t wait,” she sighed and tucked the doll into her arms, rocking it like a small child.
I picked up the blinded doll from the floor with shaking hands. I didn’t want the story to be true, but parts of it were horribly easy to recognize and identify. Was the Pirate King
 really so strong? Had he really left the River Policeman for dead? Was that why I couldn’t reach Dante? Was the darkness beyond the bank . . . death? I felt a chill lift the hairs on my arms.
My mouth filled with dust. I didn’t want to be here. I had known it was going to be hard to see Valerie like this, but I didn’t think it was going to be this hard. I wanted my friend back, the one I’d known since third grade, the one I’d told my secrets to during late-night sleepovers, the one I’d grown up with. I didn’t know this person sitting across from me.
I wanted to leave and was ready to say so when Valerie leaned close and touched my knee.
“I knew you were coming, darling,” she said. The childish lilt to her voice had fled and she sounded like the Valerie I remembered. A flicker of almost familiar light touched the corners of her eyes. “I told him so when he came to see me. He said he hoped you would. He wants to see you, but he said you’re a hard woman to reach.” She held up one of her chained wrists, and the light in her eyes grew brighter.
“He knows exactly who you are. He wanted me to give you a message. He wanted me to tell you that this is only the beginning. That he’s in charge of the river now. That his gifts are stronger now. That you can’t stop him.”
I looked at the Pirate King doll propped up in her lap, then at the crumpled River Policeman in my hand. Maybe I couldn’t stop him. But I knew I had to try.
“Riddle me this,” Valerie said suddenly, wrapping her fingers around my wrist and turning my hand up. She opened my fist as easily as peeling an orange.
“Made of steel or hair, it can be snapped like a finger or picked like a string. It will stay closed to any but its partner, though it will always open for skeletons. What is it?”
As she spoke, she traced a series of letters on the flat of my palm with her fingertip. It was an old game we’d played as kids. A silent and secret method of communication. The goal was to pose a riddle while writing something completely different from what you were saying; the winner was the one who could answer the riddle and recite the secret message correctly.
I watched her finger move fast and sure, tracing out each individual letter; her nail felt like a needle against my skin.
When she finished, she closed my hand around the words she’d written and met my eyes.
“Do you understand?” she asked me.
I nodded, my heart beating hard and fast. “I understand perfectly.” If Valerie was somewhere in there, trying to communicate with me, then I hoped she would recognize the words and finish the game.
“Then speak the words and answer,” she responded.
“It’s a lock,” I said, recognizing one of our first riddles. “A lock made of steel, or a lock of hair. It can be snapped closed, or picked open. It prefers its own key, though a skeleton key can open anything.”
Valerie nodded, a wise and slightly sad smile on her face. “You win.” Then the light faded from her eyes. “Oh, he will be so mad.” She cupped her hands over her mouth and giggled like a child. “But first he will have to find me.” She darted from the bed to the open closet, crouching down in the corner behind the bathrobes. Covering her eyes with her hands, she started counting. “One. Two. Three. Ready or not, here I come.” But she didn’t move or uncover her eyes. “I said—ready or not, here I come!”
I slowly stood up and backed away until my heels hit the closed door. Seeing her like this was bad enough, but having caught a glimpse of my old friend trapped inside made it worse. I couldn’t stay here anymore. Pressing my closed fist to my chest, I reached behind me, fumbling for the doorknob. I didn’t find one, though, and realized that I wasn’t particularly surprised. This place was more of a prison than a hospital. Why would they want to give the inmates a way to leave their rooms?
“Dr. Blair,” I said. “I’m ready to leave.”
The door opened behind me and Dr. Blair stood in the hallway as though she had expected my call.
“And did we have a nice visit?” she asked, clasping her hands in front of her like a schoolteacher.
I nodded; I didn’t dare trust myself to speak. Behind me I could hear Valerie’s voice, high and quick: “Four. Five. Six. Ready or not, ready or not.”
“Oh, good. If you’d like to follow me, I’ll show you out.”
Dr. Blair led me to her office, returned my phone and watch, and then walked me to the front door. I could feel her eyes on me, watching, while I dialed Mom’s number. She might still have been watching a few minutes later as I climbed into the car and we drove away; I wasn’t brave enough to look back at the James E. Hart Memorial Hospital.
The whole drive home I kept my fist closed around the words Valerie had written on my palm like they were a handful of diamonds. No, they were better than diamonds; I suspected they might be the key to everything.
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Chapter 7
There was another message waiting for me when I got home. A sticky note slapped to my bedroom door bore Hannah’s unmistakable touch:
Dearest Abby,
Call Natalie.
Love,
 Your personal answering service
I plucked the note from the door and walked down the hall to Hannah’s room. “Hannah, when did Natalie call?”
“When you were gone,” she said from behind a book. The title on the spine read The Once and Future King and the cover had an elaborate painting of King Arthur wielding Excalibur.
“Ha, ha,” I said dryly. “When—exactly?”
“I don’t know. Ten minutes ago. Maybe twenty.”
“Did she say anything?”
Hannah sighed and let the book drop onto her stomach. “I sort of thought ‘Call Natalie’ would be enough, but I guess not.” She cleared her throat. “Natalie said, and I quote, ‘Is Abby there?’ And then I said, ‘No, she’s not. Can I take a message?’ And then she said, ‘No, just have her call me, okay?’ And then I said—”
“Okay, okay, I get it.”
“I would have written it down, but the note was a little small, and—”
“Yeah, I get it. Thanks for the message.”
“I’ll bill you later.” Hannah disappeared behind her book again, effectively dismissing me from her presence.
Returning to my room, I slouched into the window seat and fished out my cell phone.
Natalie picked up on the third ring.
“Hey, I’m back,” I said. “What’s up?”
“When I agreed to meet you at that restaurant, I didn’t know you were setting me up on a date. And with Jason, of all people!”
“What’s wrong with Jason?”
“Nothing. He’s nice. It’s just—I wasn’t expecting it, that’s all.”
“What did you guys do?”
“It was dinner, Abby. We ate, then he took me home.”
“What did you talk about?”
“I don’t know—stuff. What’s with the Spanish Inquisition routine? You could have stayed with us, you know. Where did you run off to, anyway?”
“Did you have fun?” I dodged her question with one of my own.
“I guess.” Natalie sighed; I heard her shift her phone to her other ear. “I don’t understand why you did it, though. I mean, aren’t you guys dating?”
Now it was my turn to shift the phone, stalling for time. “It’s complicated,” I said finally.
“Wait, you’re breaking up with him?” Natalie’s voice hit a high note of disbelief.
“I didn’t say that!”
“Yeah, but since when has your relationship with Jason been ‘complicated’?”
Since time fractured and I woke up in a different present and I would do anything to get my life back on track. “It’s just—it hasn’t all been peaches and cream lately.”
“So? Most people would love to have a boyfriend like Jason.”
“Would you?”
“Would I what?”
“Would you want Jason to be your boyfriend?”
“Okay, this is officially the strangest phone call I’ve had in a long time. Are you offering to, what, loan me Jason? He’s not a sweater, you know.”
“No, no, that’s not what I meant.” This wasn’t going the way I’d planned at all. “I was just wondering if, you know, if the circumstances were different, if maybe you could see yourself with a guy like Jason.”
“So you are going to break up with him.”
I couldn’t bring myself to deny it outright.
Natalie must have heard the hesitation because when she spoke, her voice shook with hard emotion. “You’re going to break up with Jason, and you want to let him down easy by handing him off to me? Okay, I’m hanging up now.”
“No, wait! Please—” The past had changed, but I hoped it hadn’t changed so much as to make my next words a lie. “I’ve seen how you look at him.” I could hear Natalie breathing on the other end, so I forged ahead into the unknown. “I’ve seen how you light up when he comes into the room. How you smile, and then look around to make sure no one saw you.”
“How . . . ?” Natalie’s breath hiccupped a little and I closed my eyes in relief. She was still listening—and what was more, she wasn’t denying it.
“It’s okay, Nat,” I said. “I haven’t told anyone.”
A sigh threaded its way through the phone.
“Would you do me a favor?” I asked after a pause. “Would you consider going out with Jason if he asked you?”
“He won’t ask.”
“But you want him to.”
I barely heard the word—“Yes.”
“That’s good to hear,” I said.
“You’re not mad?”
“Hard to believe, but no, I’m not mad. You were right before. I’m not sure I see a future together with Jason, so it would make me happy to know that you guys might have a chance to be happy together.”
Natalie was quiet for a long moment. “Are you dating someone else?”
I closed my eyes, Dante’s face instantly forming in my memory. “Don’t say anything, okay? I should tell Jason on my own.”
“Abby! When did this happen? Who is it? Details, please, I need details.”
I had to remind myself that in this present, not only did my friends not know I was dating Dante, they didn’t even know he existed. The thought made me unbearably sad and lonely.
“You’ll love him. I know you will,” I said, rushing on before Natalie could articulate a protest at my dodging her demands. “Listen, Nat, I’ve gotta go. I’m sorry. We’ll talk more later, okay?”
I hung up and let my head fall back against the wall. I felt terrible for cutting Natalie off like that, but my emotions were running too close to the surface and I feared I’d lose control if I tried to explain my relationship with Dante.
Why did relationships have to be so complicated, anyway?
Valerie had told me I could fix it, and I felt like I had started the process, at least as far as Natalie and Jason were concerned. But they were the least of my worries. How could I fix what was happening to Dante? How, when I couldn’t even talk to him except in my dreams?
I wished I could just pick up the phone and call Dante as easily as I could Natalie. I wanted to hear his voice again, his laugh. I wanted to watch his eyes capture the light of the setting sun, turning them to mercury. I wanted to tell him what was going on, ask his advice.
I was grateful Leo had come back to help; just knowing he was close by had alleviated some of my stress. But talking to Leo wasn’t the same as talking to Dante. I knew Leo would
 be willing to answer my questions and offer suggestions, but my relationship with Leo, while it certainly went beyond
 acquaintance, still wasn’t quite to the level of good friends. I felt like there was mutual respect between us, but there was something else, too. Something that sometimes felt distant and businesslike. And other times . . .
“Mia donna di luce,” I murmured, remembering how Leo had offered me his pledge. It sounded a little cheesy, but the memory of his actions reminded me of a knight and his lady.
With Dante, though, I didn’t have any question about what was between us or what we shared. With Dante, I felt like part of a team. We were together. And when we were together, I felt more like myself. He brought out the best in me. I felt braver and stronger knowing he was on my side. I knew I could count on him. Beyond that, I knew he knew he could count on me.
He was counting on me right now. And I didn’t know how to help him.
That wasn’t entirely true, I realized. I had promised to return to him again, and even if I didn’t have any answers yet, I could still let him know he wasn’t alone. He wasn’t forgotten.
But how could I get to the dream-side of the bank? It was the middle of the afternoon; I wasn’t tired enough to fall asleep. And even if I could pull the covers over my head and sleep, I didn’t have any guarantee that my dream would take me where I wanted to go.
There had to be another way. Once before I had traveled to the bank deliberately, and I’d already been to the dream-side twice. If I could combine the two experiences, then there might be a chance of success. The worst that could happen was that I would miss the safety of the dream and land squarely on the actual bank. I hesitated; if that happened, I might not make it back. But if I did end up on the bank, Leo could find me. He could bring me back. And the best that could happen was that I would find a way to reach Dante. Was he worth the risk?
There was only one answer to that question.
I slipped out of the window seat and crossed to my bed. There was no time like the present, and if I was going to try the impossible, I might as well be comfortable.
Lacing my fingers across my chest, I settled back into my pillows, exhaling in one breath. I closed my eyes, trying to tap into my memory from that night in the Dungeon when I’d counted my way to the bank.
Butterflies beat a slow rhythm in the pit of my stomach. I squelched the fear I felt building and concentrated instead on forcing my surroundings to thin, to shift from here to there. I needed to slide between. I needed to get close enough to the bank and yet still be able to stop short.
Was it even possible?
Or was I fooling myself into thinking that I had the ability to do what no one else seemed to be able to do?
Lying in bed, I centered my thoughts on Dante. He was the difference. I wanted to be where he was, and he most certainly wasn’t on the bank. With my eyes closed, I traced the letters of his name in my mind. The tall, straight back of the D, and the convex curve, so smooth and graceful. The pyramid point of the A, angular and precise, and the steady crossbeam that connected the slanted sides. The twin pillars of the N, with a slope sliding between them. The balanced T. And finally the three prongs of the E—like a brass hinge covered in
 symbols: a shell curling on itself; a half-sun, half-moon; a rising scale.
The pivoting hinge of the black hourglass door.
I drew in a quick breath and held it, tasting the delicate air under my tongue and in the soft tissue of my throat.
A shiver moved deep in my bones, as though a chime had been struck far away and the reverberations had reached me before the sound had.
I could feel the world around me slow, bending and twisting before drawing to a point, waiting for me to take the next step.
This was the moment. It was my choice. Would I go forward and risk it all, or would I withdraw?
In that still moment, I heard laughter in the distance. Wild, unfettered laughter, as though I had arrived too late to hear the punch line of the greatest joke ever told. The laughter grew louder, stretching out longer and longer. I stepped forward, following the sound like a thread strung through a labyrinth. As I drew closer and closer to the source, it became easier for me to count my heartbeats, the rhythm of my breathing. I fixed my destination firmly in my mind. I fixed the image of Dante in my heart. I summoned my memories of how the bank had looked the last time I’d visited it in my dream. I would find my way there. I had to. I focused on my counting, on capturing that feeling of dreaming, on following that laughter.
Silence enveloped me between one breath and the next, and I jerked back, startled. At the same time, my surroundings shifted, tilting on an axis like a twisted kaleidoscope. Watching in amazement, I saw the walls of my room fracture and fade into the wide-open spaces of the bank. A black sky replaced my ceiling and the black ground rose to meet my feet.
For the first time, I looked around the bank in delighted surprise. I had done it. I had wanted to end up on the dream-side of the bank, and here I was. Now that I had done it once, I knew I could do it again. And now that I was here, I didn’t want to waste any time.
“Dante! I’m here. I came back.”
The silence stretched out, thick and oppressive. I looked around for him even though I knew I wouldn’t be able to see him. He had to be here; he’d made me a promise.
Abby? Is that really you? I must be dreaming.
It felt so good to have his voice wash over me again, I almost didn’t notice how frail and hollow it sounded. “No, I’m the one who’s dreaming. I’m getting good at it, too.” I grinned. “I made it back on my first try.”
How long has it been?
“Not long. Only two days. I told you I’d be back.”
Two days? Impossible. It’s been longer. It has to be. I’ve been counting . . . He sounded disoriented, distracted.
“Oh, Dante,” I murmured, my heart afire with sympathy. I reached out my hand through the rippling air around me, pushing my arm in up to my elbow, hoping we could connect like we had before.
Almost immediately, I felt Dante’s ghostly hand grab mine and squeeze tight. He lifted my hand to his face; I could feel the contours of his cheek and the hard edge of his jaw. Stubble scraped along my palm as he turned to press a kiss on the
 inside of my wrist. An electric tingle shivered through my arm and around to the back of my neck.
You taste like light, he said, his voice filled with awe and longing.
The electricity I felt shot from my neck down my spine. The air that had been shimmering silver flashed gold.
Will you stay?
“For as long as I can.”
Good. He kissed my wrist again, adding another one to the curve of my palm as he slipped my hand from his face. He didn’t let me go, but held my hand between both of his.
“Tell me what’s been happening,” I said, feeling a little breathless as his thumbs gently stroked small circles on the back of my hand. “Has anything changed where you are?”
Only Tony. He’s . . . less. And sometimes he wanders away. I have to follow him; I don’t want to lose touch with him. Dante paused. At least he’s stopped screaming.
“Does he know what happened? Can you talk to him?”
No. He can’t talk anymore. Dante’s voice sounded strained.
“Why not?”
Dante paused before saying simply, Parts of him have been disappearing.
He didn’t say anything else; I was relieved. I didn’t want to have to hear the words that would make it true. I remembered that night so long ago when Zero Hour had played at the Dungeon. I could picture Tony’s bright, quick smile. It was impossible to think it was gone. Worse to think that the rest of him would follow into darkness. I felt sick to my stomach.
“What about you? Are you okay?”
I think so. It’s hard to tell. The darkness . . . I can’t get away from it. It makes it hard to think.
The pressure on my hand increased and I felt my fingers start to go numb. “I have good news,” I said, hoping to give Dante something else to focus on. “Leo’s back.”
I didn’t know he was gone.
I heard him muttering numbers under his breath, counting.
“A lot has happened since you left.” I told him briefly about the changes I’d started to see rippling down the river. “But I think I might have started to set things right—at least with Natalie and Jason. And if Leo can help me straighten things out with Emery, I think things will be okay.”
It sounds like you’ve been busy.
I paused. “I’m worried about Valerie, though.”
What happened to her?
There was no nice way to say it, so I blurted out the words. “She cracked mentally on the bank. Now she’s in a hospital. I’m worried that she won’t get better.”
I’m so sorry, Abby. I tried—
“It’s not your fault,” I said quickly. “It happened as soon as Zo took her to the bank. There was nothing either one of us could do at that point.”
I wish I could be there to help you now.
“I’m just trying to do my best. It’ll be good when we get you out of there. Then we can be one step ahead instead of running to catch up.”
Dante was silent; I would have thought he had gone except for the constant pressure on my hand. Coldness encased me all the way to my wrist. I didn’t want to lose touch with Dante, but I wondered how much longer I could last.
I’ve been looking around—if you can call it that. There’s nothing here, Abby. No door, no light, nothing. It’s like I’ve gone blind. I didn’t think I’d ever say this, but being here is worse than being on the bank. And as long as I’m here, I can’t do anything to help. I can’t stop Zo. I can’t even stop what’s happening to Tony. It’s horrible. Death would be a mercy.
“Don’t talk like that. We’ll find a way to get you home.”
What if what is happening to Tony starts happening to me?
“It won’t. I won’t let it.”
How can you change it?
“I don’t know, but I’m here, aren’t I? We’re together—at least in a small way.” I flexed my fingers in his grasp. The coldness flowed up my arm, almost to my elbow. My teeth started to chatter and I repressed a full-body shiver. “And together we can do anything, right? Even the impossible. Even this.”
When Dante finally spoke, his voice sounded stronger, more aware and alert. Do you know how remarkable you are, Abby?
A blush warmed my cheeks. “I’m not that special. I’m just me.”
You’re more than you think you are. You’re brave and determined. You make it easy to believe in you. Whatever happens, you have risked much to bring light to my darkness, and your courage is a gift I will never be able to repay—no matter how long I live. Dante moved my hand in his, quickly pressing it flat against his chest, then lifting it to his mouth. He breathed a kiss over my fingertips; his lips felt like fire on my iced skin. Lowering my hand, he placed his palm over mine. My life is in your hands. I know you will keep it safe.
My memory flashed back to Leo, standing in the wasteland of the Dungeon, offering me the same gesture.
I felt a little dizzy and light-headed, the edges of the dream starting to fray. My heart sped up; I wasn’t ready to go yet. I still had more I wanted to say, more I wanted to hear.
You’re leaving, aren’t you? Dante said, resigned and rueful.
“I don’t want to,” I said. “But I’m not sure I have much choice. I don’t know what the rules are for this.”
I do. Do what you have to do. Change what needs to be changed. Come back when you can, he said.
And then I woke up, thrown back to awareness like a rock through a window.
I sat upright and opened my eyes all in one motion. I rubbed my hands over my arms, afraid I would see the black shadow of frostbite on my skin, but instead, there was the faintest tinge of gold on my fingertips, as though I’d touched something covered with paper-thin gold leaf, or caught a falling star.
Yes, our conversation had been brief, but we’d had one. I’d made it to the dream-side of the bank without dreaming. And Dante wasn’t lost to me yet.
No matter how you looked at it, I counted that as a victory.
I grabbed a notebook from my desk and wrote down everything I could remember about how I was able to reach Dante and what we had talked about. For good measure, I wrote down Valerie’s story of the Pirate King and the River Policeman. As I read over the accounts a second time, I noticed again the similarities, the places where reality and dream and story touched and overlapped.
The River Policeman in Valerie’s story had been blinded, cast into darkness. Those were the same words Dante had used about himself. I doubted it was a coincidence. It was clear that Valerie not only still had ties to Zo—he had come to visit her, a thought that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up—but she also had access to the world of the bank and river.
Do what you have to do.
I knew what I needed to do, though the thought filled me with dread.
I had to visit Valerie again.



Chapter 8
Dr. Blair was not happy to see me first thing Monday morning. She held out her hand silently for my phone; I had known better than to wear my watch this time.
“I was not aware that Dr. Hamilton had approved another visit for you.”
“He hasn’t,” I admitted. “But I really need to see Valerie right away. Please.”
“Valerie has been a . . . difficult guest since your last visit.”
“I’m sorry,” I said, trying to exude an aura of peace, but obviously failing since Dr. Blair frowned and made a “humph” sound.
“It’s against policy to allow visitors without a note.”
“I know, and I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”
Dr. Blair turned my phone over and over in her hands. I noticed she had painted her fingernails a baby-pink hue, though the shade was almost the same color as her flesh and the effect was just this side of creepy.
“Do you think this is funny?” she asked abruptly, setting my phone down on her desk. “Did the two of you plan this during your last visit? This is a hospital. We do not welcome pranks here.”
I blinked. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what you’re talking about. This isn’t a joke.”
“Valerie knew you were coming today. She told me this morning what time you would be arriving. She even drew a picture and ordered me to give it to you. She’ll be impossible if I don’t give it to you, so . . . here.” Dr. Blair’s lips twisted in a frown as she handed me a sheet of white paper.
A bright yellow sun filled one corner, the fat rays pointing out in ruler-straight lines. A brown scribble bisected the paper, and standing on the uneven horizon was a black stick figure with brown hair and a large, toothy grin. The figure wore a blue shirt and shorts. The word Abby hovered around the figure’s head with an arrow pointing at its body.
We both looked down at my dark blue shirt, and I brushed self-consciously at the unraveling hem of my shorts. “I haven’t seen her or spoken to her since Saturday. I swear.”
“Then how do you explain that?” Dr. Blair pointed to the picture in my hand. “And what does the note mean?”
An additional message was written in a small, cramped hand in the corner: “The bearer of this letter has acted under my orders and for the good of the State.” Valerie had signed her name, complete with her trademark heart over the “i.”
“I don’t know. It probably doesn’t mean anything,” I lied. I recognized the wording from The Three Musketeers. That had been us, once—me, Natalie, and Valerie. Not so much anymore.
I knew that trying to explain anything to Dr. Blair would take too long, time I didn’t have. “I really need to talk to my friend. Could I please see her? Just ten minutes. Please?”
After a long moment, Dr. Blair finally pushed my phone into her desk drawer and locked it with one of the small keys on her key ring. “You may have ten minutes with her.”
I folded the picture of me and slipped it into my purse before falling into step behind Dr. Blair. I suspected I might need longer than ten minutes with Valerie to get the answers to my many questions, but I knew Dr. Blair could easily have turned me away, denying me any time at all. I would take what I could get and be happy about it. I had only a few minutes, so I’d need to use them wisely. I might only have the chance to ask Valerie one question—which one should it be?
Instead of leading me up the stairs to Valerie’s room, Dr. Blair turned left and walked toward a small room tucked away at the far end of the hallway.
“Valerie is in a heightened state of anxiety at the moment, so may I remind you to stay calm. Do not aggravate her or upset her in any way. I would hate to have to revoke your visiting privileges.”
“I’ll be careful,” I said.
Dr. Blair weighed me with her gaze, then humphed again before opening the door for me.
I stepped inside and looked around in surprise. The small room was actually a brightly lit conservatory, filled with an array of startlingly green plants. The windows were still scored with protective diamond panels, but the sunlight pouring in was warm and golden. The sound of an unseen waterfall
 gurgled nearby. A small bird chirped.
The door closed and locked behind me. I walked around a large potted plant. The leaves brushed against my arm and I jerked away at their cold touch. Hesitantly, I rubbed a leaf between my fingers. It felt waxy and slick. The whole plant was plastic; all the plants were plastic.
Following the sound of the water, I moved deeper into the room. I found Valerie sitting on the edge of a wide stone fountain. Instead of the traditional carvings of flowers or animals or people, this fountain was a basic gray pillar rising up from a curved basin. Dressed in her standard white bathrobe over a T-shirt and sweats, Valerie leaned over to trail her fingers in the basin. Her hand came up dry, and I realized there wasn’t any water in the fountain, just the sound of running water.
Was anything in this place real?
“Hi, Valerie,” I said with a small wave. “Remember me?”
She turned to me and her whole face lit up. Running to me, she threw her arms around me in a wild hug. “Abby! You’re here! I knew you’d come!” Just as quickly, her face fell into shadow. “But, oh, you shouldn’t be here. He won’t be happy.” She jammed the end of the bathrobe belt into her mouth, sucking and chewing. Her eyes darted from side to side. “Oh, no, no, he won’t be happy at all.”
“Do you mean Zo? Why won’t Zo be happy?”
Valerie shrieked and covered my mouth with her hands. “Don’t say his name. You’re not allowed to say his name.”
Startled by her sudden movement, I took a step back. “Okay,” I mumbled, gently pulling her hands away. “Okay, I’m sorry, I won’t.” I grimaced. We’d only been together a few moments and already I had upset her. Dr. Blair would be furious. Still holding Valerie’s hand, I pointed back to the stone fountain. “I’d like to talk to you for a minute. Can we sit down?”
Valerie looked from me to the fountain and back again. “What do you want to talk about?” she asked hesitantly.
I sat down on the edge. The stone was cool against the backs of my legs. The endless sound of the invisible waterfall was oddly soothing, like a long-ago lullaby.
Now that the moment was here, I wondered if I had made a mistake in coming. I took a deep breath; it was time to find out. “I’d like to hear another story.”
Her eyes widened in excitement. “I love stories!” Valerie scurried to my side, crossing her legs beneath her and holding the toes of her scuffed slippers. “I know a lot of stories.”
“I know. That’s why I came to see you today. I was hoping you could tell me another story about . . . about the River Policeman.” I watched her eyes, hoping to see that faint glimmer of her old self beneath the surface, but she wouldn’t meet my gaze.
“No, the best stories are about the Pirate King. Can’t I tell you one of those?”
“Maybe later,” I hedged. I did want to hear more about Zo—a lot more—but I had only so much time today and Dante couldn’t wait. “But I really, really like the River Policeman. Don’t you know another one about him?”
Valerie nibbled at her fingernail, twisting her lips in thought. “Well, I know one. But I don’t know if it’s a good story to tell.” She looked around the room as though something lurked behind the plastic leaves. “It’s a dark story.”
“Dark how? Like, scary—with monsters and things?”
She laughed, the sound like a chittering bird. “Silly girl, monsters aren’t scary.”
“What makes it scary, then?”
Valerie finally met my eyes, her blue gaze steady. “It’s not scary. It’s dark. It’s dark where the River Policeman is. Dark and cold.” She crossed her arms and rubbed her shoulders, pretending to shiver, even though she sat in a slant of sun.
My breath slipped out with my words. “Where is the River Policeman? Do you know?”
Valerie half closed her eyes and tilted her head to the side as though she was listening to more than the babbling waterfall. “He is nowhere. He is everywhere. He is in between. He doesn’t like it. The darkness presses on him and it hurts.”
I bit at my lip. I heard again the sound of screaming coming at me from the darkness between the doors.
“He thinks a lot about how much it hurts. It’s hard to think, but thinking is all he can do while he waits for the darkness to eat him alive. He knows that once it has finished nibbling at its prisoner, it will come for him.”
The prisoner is Tony. She’s talking about Tony.
“The Policeman knows he doesn’t have much time left. The thought makes him laugh and laugh and laugh. But there is no one to hear him laughing.”
I heard him, I thought. It was his laughter that drew me to the dream-side of the bank.
“The Policeman is smart, though. Smart and brave. He will need to be brave to face what waits for him in the darkness.”
“What’s that?” I asked. I realized I was touching Dante’s locket, unaware that my hand had moved to my throat. “Is there something else in the darkness?”
Valerie’s eyes snapped open and she frowned. “Stop interrupting the story.”
I swallowed and looked down. “Sorry. Go on.”
“He has a choice to make. He can wait for the darkness to crush him. Or he can escape. It will mean leaving behind the prisoner, and the River Policeman is not sure he can do that. After all, he has never left a man behind before. But it’s not like the prisoner will mind.”
I knew that was true enough. From my conversation with Dante, it didn’t sound like Tony was going to mind much of anything for much longer. I risked speaking again. “How can the Policeman escape?” Like Tony, I didn’t have much time left either. Dr. Blair would be back any minute, but I couldn’t leave before hearing the end of this story.
Valerie paused, frowning at me. “If you can’t stay still, then I can’t tell you the story.”
“I’ll be quiet,” I promised, drawing an X over my heart and holding up my finger.
“Cross your heart, hope to die. Stick a needle in your eye,” Valerie chanted, but the words sounded more like a threat in her eerie monotone than they did in the familiar cadence of a childhood rhyme.
I didn’t dare say another word; I could barely breathe.
Valerie regarded me in silence, the sound of running water in the background reminding me how fast time was slipping away.
“Now I don’t remember where the story is. It’s so dark, it’s easy to get lost in it.” She closed her eyes, her hands clutching the hem of her bathrobe. “Oh, there it is. You thought you could get away, but I found you.” Opening her eyes, she smiled and straightened her spine, settling into her pose on the stone like a regal queen granting an audience. “The River Policeman has decided to escape. No matter what. He has to get away from the darkness. He has to join the girl he loves. He has to make sure the darkness doesn’t get her.”
Words clogged my throat—That’s me. I’m the girl. Is the darkness coming for me?—but I stayed still. I didn’t want to rush Valerie and make her mad.
“He stands on what is left of his feet, reaches out into the darkness with what is left of his hands. He is blind in the night so he must search by touch.”
I rubbed my palms together, remembering Dante’s ghostly touch and the strength in his hand as he wrapped his fingers around mine, the fire of his lips on my skin.
“He is looking, he is looking, and . . . ah-ha, he is finding. There is a way out of the darkness. A way back to the girl of his heart.”
How? I felt my mouth shape the word, but I held my breath instead of giving it life.
The message must have been clear, because Valerie nodded sagely and answered. “How does anyone go from place to place? Through the door.”
“But there isn’t a door,” I blurted out, unable to stay silent another moment. “Dante said he looked, but there wasn’t a door!”
Valerie slouched out of her pose and rolled her eyes. She blew out her breath in exasperation. “Well, duh, darling. Of course the old door isn’t there. He wants to go someplace new, right? So he’ll have to go through a new door.”
The change in her posture and in the tone of her voice was so sudden it made me blink. For a moment, I could have sworn that the old, friendly Valerie sat next to me. The next moment, though, she was gone, and the light I saw flickering in her eyes was unfamiliar.
Then her words caught up with me. “A new door?” I repeated, a flurry of thoughts cascading in my mind. Was it possible? The blueprints Dante had given me were for a door that would open onto the bank—that was what it was designed to do. But could those plans be changed, twisted somehow, to open into the dark space where Dante was trapped? Change what needs to be changed.
Changed how? What would be the key that would unlock the blueprint and turn it from a time machine into something else? I didn’t know. But I was willing to bet Dante did.
Valerie had said it herself—Dante had found a way out of the darkness, a way back to me.
“Thank you, Valerie,” I said, reaching over to give her a hug. “That was the best story I’ve heard in a long time.”
She rested her head on my shoulder and sighed in contentment. “I always feel better when I can tell my stories. They don’t make so much noise in my head and then I can listen to the river better.”
The door to the conservatory opened and I heard the mouse-squeak sound of Dr. Blair’s hospital shoes on the tile. My time was up, but I had one more question.
“Valerie, how did you know I was coming today?”
“I drew you a picture. Didn’t the lady doctor show it to you?”
I started to withdraw the paper from my purse. “She showed me this—”
“No, no, no, don’t take it out!” Valerie pushed at my hands, her fingers fluttering like startled birds. “He’s not supposed to know you have it.”
“Why not?”
“Why do you think? Because if he did, he would steal it from you and then he would have the power—not you. And you’ll need the power. The picture is power.”
“What about the note?” I asked. “Why did you write me that note?”
“To give you permission. So you could do what you needed to do without fear.” She looked from side to side, her forehead wrinkled in paranoia. “But don’t tell anyone, okay?”
I mimed drawing a zipper across my lips, turning the key, and tossing it away.
Valerie pretended to catch the key, slipping it into the pocket of her bathrobe. She looked even more troubled than before. “Keys are important. You shouldn’t just throw them away. You might need that one day. When you do, you can come back to see me and I’ll give it to you, okay?”
I nodded, my eyes darting to her pocket, strangely unsettled by her words. I’d have to think about them later, though. Right now, I had to focus on Dante. He needed me more than I needed a cartoon picture and a pretend key.
Dr. Blair emerged from the plastic foliage and folded her arms across her chest. “And how are we doing?” she asked.
Valerie sprang up from the fountain and danced over to Dr. Blair. She pirouetted on the balls of her feet, turning in small circles around where Dr. Blair stood. While she danced, she cupped her hands around her mouth and spoke into the hollow like it was an intercom. “Dr. Blair. Dr. Blair. Dr. J. Hamilton. Dr. J. Hamilton.”
“Thank you for letting me visit,” I said to the doctor. Standing up, I slipped the strap of my purse over my shoulder, Valerie’s picture tucked inside. “Could I come back? Maybe in a few days?”
Dr. Blair thinned her lips and pointedly didn’t look at her patient. “Perhaps. I’ll discuss it with Dr. Hamilton.”
Valerie continued to dance, humming the same three rising notes in an endless loop. I recognized them as the opening tones of “Into the River,” and a shiver drew a shadow over my thoughts.
Valerie sidled up to me and shot a venomous glance at Dr. Blair, who was standing motionless, waiting for me to leave. “They are always watching me, you know. Always. Even when they don’t think they are. But they can’t watch me when I’m sleeping. That’s when I’m free to go sailing with my Pirate King.” She sighed with longing. “Such sweet dreams. I hope you have sweet dreams, too, Abby.” She kissed my cheek, then drifted away from me past Dr. Blair, past the neon green plastic trees, until the scuff of her soft, slippered feet was swallowed up in the sound of the invisible river that filled the room.



Chapter 9
I climbed into my car, my nerves humming with plans. There was so much to do. Hang on, Dante, I thought. I know what to do. We can do this.
I made a series of quick calls. First, I called Leo at the number he’d left for me on his card to make arrangements to meet for—I checked the clock in my car—a late lunch (Helen’s—two o’clock). Then I called Natalie to see what her plans were for the day (nothing much, maybe some shopping or watching a movie). Finally, I called Jason. I told him I was sorry for bailing on him at the Devil’s Pit and promised I would make it up to him. I made sure to mention that while I had to take care of some stuff today, I knew for a fact that Natalie was free and that if the two of them wanted to do something—say, go to the movies?—I’d love to catch up with them later.
I hung up before Jason could ask too many questions. I could only hope that he would take the hint and call Natalie. It was the best I could do under the circumstances.
I sped home and was in my room at my desk in ten minutes flat. With swift and sure motions, I unlocked the drawer and wrapped my hand around the binder containing the copy of Dante’s blueprints.
The world flashed black to white and back again. I had time to think, Oh, no, not again, before the shock made my knees buckle and I dropped hard into the chair. A sour churning bubbled in my stomach and I tasted the hot green sting of nausea. I rubbed at my eyes, trying to scrub color back into my world.
I was really starting to hate Zo’s interference with the river.
Wiping a layer of cold sweat off my forehead, I blinked until my vision slowly returned. The nearby clock warned that it was almost two o’clock. My heart hardened like a rock. It was bad enough that the changes in the river made me feel like vomiting, but now it appeared I was losing time, too.
I grabbed the binder and leaned forward, ready to stand up, when the second binder—the one containing the original plans—caught my eye. The fortune cookie slip that I had taped to the outside bore a new message, a different message: “The eyes may lie, but the heart is always true.”
The rock in my chest cracked and tumbled into the pit of my stomach, threatening to pull all my bones with it.
“No, no, oh, no, not this. Not now. Anything but this . . .”
I clutched the binder to my chest as though I could ward off the changes with my body and protect what was inside by mere contact.
The clock ticked past two o’clock.
I shoved both binders into my bag and ran.
But I feared I was already too late.
***
When I walked into Helen’s fifteen minutes later, Leo was waiting for me in a corner booth.
“It’s good to see you, Abby,” he said, standing up by the edge of the table. “I took the liberty of ordering; I hope you don’t mind.” He gestured to two plates, one with a turkey club sandwich, the other piled high with the pale green lettuce of a chef’s salad.
“Sorry I’m late,” I said. I immediately grabbed a glass of ice water and drank it without stopping or sitting down. The water seemed to help clean out my system, washing away the residual effects of a changing reality.
“Is everything all right?”
“Probably not.” Grimacing, I slid onto the bench, pushing my bag ahead of me. I hadn’t dared look inside the binders. Not yet. “Nice glasses,” I noted.
Leo touched the wire frames, needlessly readjusting them. He was back in his Emery College “disguise,” wearing the same suit from graduation day. His hair wasn’t quite as dark as before; I could see the silver threads starting to reappear at the temples.
“I thought it best since we were going to meet in public.”
I looked around the nearly empty café. There wasn’t much of a lunch rush at Helen’s. “Um, I don’t think we’re in any danger of eavesdroppers.”
“I’ve learned it’s always better to be safe.”
Considering he had lived more than five hundred years without anyone discovering his secret, he had a point. Being careful was all well and good, but I had more important things to talk about.
“I looked for him,” Leo said before I could start. “But, as I told you before, he’s not there.”
“I know. I talked to him Saturday night.” I lifted Leo’s glass of water and drank that one, too.
Leo raised an eyebrow.
“But thanks for looking,” I added hastily, wiping the ice off my lips and offering Leo a quick smile in apology. “The good news is that he’s okay for now, but the better news is that I think I know what to do. How to bring him home. You’re the only person I can talk to about this who won’t think I’m crazy.”
“I’ve never thought you were crazy. Tell me what you need to.”
I quickly recounted Valerie’s two stories of the Pirate King and the River Policeman, as well as my two conversations with Dante. Leo listened intently without interrupting. When I mentioned that Tony was with Dante—and that he was rapidly disappearing—Leo’s brows drew down in sharp slants. When I added that Dante feared he would be next, a dark flush crept up Leo’s neck.
“Valerie said the River Policeman could escape through a new door. That’s the key, don’t you see? If Dante is going to leave that in-between space, he certainly can’t open a door he built from the inside. There’s nothing there. So it has to be a door that someone else builds for him. And that someone is me.” Digging in my bag, I pulled out the binder containing the copy of the blueprints, setting it down carefully in front of me. I pressed my palms flat against the outside. “It has to be me. I’m the only one who has the plans.”
“You what?” The dark flush raced from Leo’s neck all the way to his hairline.
I sat back, startled at his reaction. “The plans. For the door. I have them. Dante gave them to me. Before he left.” My words tripped over themselves in an effort to explain.
Leo placed his hand on the tabletop; I could see the slightest tremble in his fingers. “So that’s what he asked me to deliver. And why he wouldn’t tell me what it was.” He flicked a masked glance at me. “If I had known . . .”
I forged ahead, though I was curious as to how Leo had planned to finish that statement. “Dante said there was a fail-safe built into the door—a trap. Tony must have activated it when he touched the door. Since Dante left me the same blueprints for the same door, I thought perhaps the same fail-safe is written in my version of the plans. If we can figure it out, then maybe we can figure out how to reverse it or modify it or something and build a door that he can use.”
Leo shook his head, his focus still elsewhere. “Not like this. It’s too soon.” His low voice sparked a shiver at the base of my spine. I didn’t think he had intended for me to hear those last few words.
“But there’s a problem.”
Leo’s attention snapped back to me. “Just one?”
I squared the binder with my fingers. “Zo is changing things.” I felt a shudder ripple through me when I said his name. I remembered the last time I’d said his name and felt again the pressure of Valerie’s hand on my mouth, silencing me.
“I know,” Leo said. “And that is a big problem—”
I held up my hand to cut him off. “And I can tell when he does.”
Leo looked at me with concern, the lines around his eyes and mouth deepening.
“Even though it makes me feel like throwing up and my vision goes all weird, that’s not the problem. The problem is that when I touched the binder, it happened again.”
Leo paused before speaking carefully. “So those are not the plans Dante left you?”
I bobbed my head in a maybe-yes, maybe-no gesture. “I don’t know. I hope so, but so many other things have been changing, it’s hard to know. Leo, everything hinges on these blueprints. If they’re different, or wrong, then I can’t build the door that will release Dante. And if he stays there much longer—if the darkness comes for him—” My voice caught on a jagged exhale.
Leo reached out his hand, resting it next to mine on the binder. “We both know you won’t let that happen.”
“But what if the blueprints have changed?”
“Let’s find out if they have.” Leo slipped the binder from beneath my hand and opened it to the first page.
“That’s the copy I made. But I brought the originals, too, just in case.”
I pushed the plates, silverware, and empty glasses to one side of the table to make room. Pulling the second binder from my bag, I touched the changed fortune-cookie message like a talisman. I hoped and prayed that those stark red letters were all that had changed.
They weren’t.
I knew it the moment I opened the book.
The first page was supposed to be the schedule where Dante had meticulously outlined the precise times of when to start each phase of the building.
This page was blank.
“No, no, no,” I murmured in one long breath, heavy fear filling my bones with lead. I quickly fanned through the rest of the papers. Front to back; back to front. All blank. Every single page. All of Dante’s delicate drawings were gone. Erased. Lost.
I closed my eyes against the sight of so many smooth, white pages.
What was I going to do now?
“Abby, what is it? Talk to me. Tell me what’s wrong.”
Leo’s voice seemed to come from far away. I opened my eyes in time to see him remove his glasses, folding them into his suit pocket. He leaned over the table closer to me. He looked so much like Dante that I felt tears burn my eyes. It wasn’t fair. I had figured it out; I was so close. I was going to fix it. And now it was over before it could begin. Without any kind of plans to follow, there was no way I could build the door. I was going to lose Dante to the ravenous darkness.
I turned the binder so Leo could see the unbroken expanses of white.
A frown creased his forehead. He looked down at the binder in front of him and then back at mine. “I don’t understand. I thought you said this one was a copy.”
“It is.” I dropped my head in my hands, massaging my
 temples in a feeble attempt to ward off a headache.
“If the original is blank, then where did these plans come from?”
My head shot up. “What plans?” I pushed aside the blank binder and grabbed the one from Leo’s hands. There on the first page was the schedule I had expected to see. Turning page after page, I saw each one was filled to the edges with Dante’s drawings and notes. There were the sketches of the nautilus, the hinge mechanism, my locket. There were the lists of supplies and directions. Everything was right where it was supposed to be. Even better, everything was right.
My headache disappeared and a grin crossed my face. I laughed in surprise. “Leo, these are the plans! The right ones. They didn’t change!” I ruffled the pages again, inhaling the sweet scent of copied ink. “They’re still here.”
Leo didn’t seem to share my enthusiasm. He pulled the blank binder toward him, idly flipping through the paper. His mouth thinned to a straight line as he reached the end of the stack.
“What? What’s wrong now?”
“I’m just wondering why the original changed, but the copy didn’t.”
I leaned back against the booth, tilting the binder toward me so I could continue to browse in comfort. “Does it matter?” I asked, grinning. “We have the plans. We can do what we need to do.”
“I think it matters a great deal.” Leo reached over and plucked the copy from my hands. He closed the binder, set it aside, then laced his fingers together on the tabletop. “You say you can tell when Zo has changed something. But here is an example of something that should have changed, but didn’t. If we can figure out why, maybe we can predict it. Control it.”
I couldn’t tell if the flutter in my stomach was from hearing Zo’s name or from the idea that we might have found a way to neutralize his power, maybe even strike back at him.
We were both quiet for a time, thinking. The waitress stopped by the table, cleared away our untouched plates, and left behind a slip of a bill.
I rattled the remains of the melting ice cubes in my glass. The sound reminded me of the invisible water fountain at James E. Hart Memorial Hospital. The memory of sitting with Valerie sparked an idea. I dug into my bag again, withdrawing the picture Valerie had drawn of me. Smoothing it out on the table, I studied it for a moment before saying quietly, “The picture is power.”
“What did you say?” Leo asked.
The small ember of an idea flared into life. “Maybe,” I started, “maybe it’s like a photograph. You know—if I take a picture of you, then even though you get older, the picture stays the same.”
Leo raised an eyebrow, a half smile curving his mouth.
“Okay, maybe that was a bad example,” I said, matching his smile. “But the idea is sound: the person—the original—changes.” I tapped my chest with my finger. “But the photograph—the copy—stays the same.” I pointed to the picture Valerie had drawn of me.
Leo nodded thoughtfully. “It makes sense.”
I shook my head. “Maybe that helps to explain why the copy of the plans didn’t change, but I’m not sure it helps us figure out how to prevent changes from happening in the future. I mean, it’s not like I can go around making copies of everything I want to stay the same. There has to be another way to fix in place what we want to stay in place.”
A light glimmered in Leo’s eyes, turning them the shade of bright sky instead of faded denim, and his half smile widened into a full-fledged grin.
“What? What did I say?”
“There is a way to make a copy of what you want and fix it in place.”
“There is? How?”
Leo tapped the edge of Valerie’s crayon drawing. “You said it yourself. By taking a picture of it.”
My eyebrows drew together in confusion and disbelief. “You think if I take a picture of something, then Zo won’t be able to change it? Could it really be that easy? If it’s true, then I’m willing to try it.” I pulled out my phone and aimed the built-in camera at Leo.
He threw up his hand, shielding his face. “No, wait. Don’t test it on me; there’s no point. Since I’m outside the river, Zo’s changes don’t affect me.” He lowered his hand and met my eyes. “But I think we’re on the right track, though I doubt if it’ll be that simple. I think if you want to fix the image, then it can’t be digital.”
I lowered my phone. “Why not? How else do you take a picture?”
Laughing a little under his breath, Leo shook his head. “Sometimes I forget how young you really are.”
“Hey—”
“I meant no disrespect, Abby. Truly. It’s just that for decades before the advent of digital photography, people took pictures the old-fashioned way—with actual film.”
“I know that,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Fine. We can use film. Do you have a camera we can use?”
“Not anymore. But I know where we can get one.”
“Excellent! Let’s go.” I gathered up my binders and put them back in my bag.
“There’s a small problem. It’s not enough to just pick up a camera—we could do that almost anywhere. We’ll need access to a darkroom as well.”
I sat back, feeling the hard edge of disappointment hit me.
Leo continued. “My friend owns a camera shop, and she opens the darkroom on the weekends.”
“What? It’s Monday! I can’t wait all week.”
“I’ll see what I can do, but you may not have a choice.”
I pulled my bag closer to my side, resting a protective hand over the contents. They were safe, which meant Dante was safe—or would be soon—but there were other people in my life who were still in danger, still subject to Zo’s whims of change. The sooner I could fix them in place, the better I would feel. “Promise me you’ll call me the minute you find out about the camera and the darkroom, okay?”
“Prometto,” he said in Italian. “And promise me that you’ll keep that copy of the plans safe.”
I remembered all the times Dante had made promises to me and how he had always kept his word. Now it was my turn to return the favor. I would do what I had to do. Even if it meant waiting.
“Prometto,” I repeated.
Leo nodded, accepting my promise, and smiled tenderly. “I know this isn’t what you want to hear, Abby, but go home. You’ve done some amazing work in just a few days. If we have to follow those plans, then we won’t be able to even start building the door until the first day of summer. Try to relax this evening. Go out with your friends. Get a good night’s sleep. Things will look better in the morning. They always do.”



Chapter 10
I took Leo’s advice about going out with my friends and called Natalie that evening. After the day’s roller coaster of emotion, I was thrilled to hear that something had actually gone as planned. She was out with Jason. They’d gone to the movies and were on their way to the Sugar Shoppe for some ice cream, and would I like to meet them there?
A chance for a normal night with my friends? Count
 me in.
I hadn’t spent much time with Jason since graduation morning, and I wondered how things would be between us. He greeted me with a hug, but I could tell he was still feeling a
 little distant. I realized I didn’t mind so much. Letting him go was going to be a lot less painful than breaking his heart.
The three of us shared a triple-decker banana split with five different kinds of ice cream and four different toppings. We talked and laughed and, for a time, I was able to set aside the problems plaguing me. At one point in the evening, I looked across the table at Jason laughing at something Natalie had said. I thought about what Leo had said about photographs and I took a mental picture of the moment, enjoying the way the light turned Jason’s eyes golden as he watched Natalie scoop up a spoonful of whipped cream and chocolate sauce. I recognized the strangeness of the moment, for sure, but it felt like old times. Almost. For that night, at least, it was enough.
Once I got home, however, I ignored Leo’s advice about getting a good night’s sleep. I wanted to see Dante again. So I climbed into bed, slowed my breathing, and thought about the points and curves of Dante’s name. I thought about the sweep of his dark hair falling over his gray eyes. I conjured up his smile, the way a shadow would appear along his collarbone when he tilted his head. I traced in my mind the arch of his eyebrows, the line of his jaw, the tapering ends of his fingers. I welcomed the darkness of sleep that enveloped me, still listening for the echo of his voice.
***
I opened my eyes to darkness. The clock on my bedside table shimmered 3:40 a.m. What was I doing awake? I remembered dreaming—something about a ferret? a Ferris wheel? Certainly not Dante, which frustrated me.
And then . . . something woke me up.
I stretched my toes to the edges of my bed and held my breath as though that would help me hear better. The darkness blanketed me, weighted down with silence. I heard the quiet creaks as the house settled and sighed. I propped myself up on my elbows, listening. Straining to see through the shadows in my room, I peered at the curtains shrouding my window. Had they moved? Or was it simply a trick of the moonlight?
I leaned against my headboard, pulling my knees to my chest. The logical part of my brain coolly observed that no one could get into my room from the window; I was on the second floor. But such solid logic seemed paper-thin against the onslaught of instinctive panic that covered me as completely as my blankets did.
There. It had happened again. I was sure of it. Moonlight didn’t breathe. And I was positive I could hear someone breathing. Someone besides me.
I pulled my sheet to my neck, the material as taut as my nerves. What should I do? Should I scream? Grab my phone and call 911? Call Leo? Pretend to go back to sleep and hope that whoever it was would just go away?
I told my brain to tell my hand to reach for the phone, but it didn’t seem like any part of me was willing to do anything but freeze in unexpected fear. All my focus was pinpointed on the spot where the curtains split, and my imagination shifted into high gear. Any second now, whoever was behind those curtains would slip a hand between the panels, curl his bone-white fingers around the fabric, and then, with a menacing nonchalance, he would pull back the curtain and step into my room, right next to my bed.
Against my better judgment, I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to see whatever it was that was going to happen next. And yet, I could already see it happening, could already hear his breathing quicken the closer he got to me, could already hear his voice as he said my name—
“Abby.”
I bit down on a scream. I pushed myself as far back against my headboard as I could go. My eyes flew open.
But no one was there. No creepy killer stood over me, razor-sharp teeth bared in a snarl. No annoying little sister crouched by my bed, laughing at a hysterical practical joke. Nothing moved. The curtains hung still and heavy. Even the shadows seemed to have paused in their nightly wanderings.
I was alone in my room. And everything was just as it was supposed to be.
No, not quite everything.
With my senses heightened by the adrenaline shot, I saw that on the corner of my desk there was a square-shaped box that hadn’t been there before. I spent a good long time studying my room, making sure that the curtains had stopped breathing and were behaving again, before I slipped out from beneath the covers.
Slowly, as though crossing a minefield, I tiptoed across the floor to my desk. I reached out a hand and switched on the desk lamp, blinking in the sudden flood of light. Spinning around, I looked again in every corner of the room, only daring to breathe when I confirmed that yes, I was alone.
Alone with a mysterious, brightly wrapped box, complete with a bow.
Smaller than a shoe box, the package was covered in a thick material—a brocade of shimmering yellow and gold—instead of traditional wrapping paper. Patterns had been woven into the fabric with gold thread, thin spirals connecting to nodes that were scattered in a haphazard fashion across the entire surface. The box was almost a perfect cube, a little wider than it was tall, but with the gold bow on top, the measurements just about evened out.
It was beautiful and carried the unmistakable aura of a homemade gift. But it still made me uneasy. The yellow wasn’t the sunlit sheen of summer; it was the pale shade of thick pus. The woven gold strands looked more like tiny chains binding the box closed than the sparkling trail of falling stars I suspected they were meant to represent. And for some reason, the bow made me think of a hangman’s noose.
I sat down at the desk, my eyes never leaving the box. Where had it come from? Had Mom left it here earlier today and I’d missed seeing it when I fell into bed after my ice-cream feast? Or had a mysterious stranger really managed to slip into my second-story window in order to leave me . . . what? A present? A threat?
I leaned close, but the box didn’t seem to be ticking. Then again, I supposed real-life bombs weren’t like in the movies with their loud ticking clocks, counting down on a large LED readout nestled in a snarl of multicolored wires. There was a strange, faint odor—a sharp, bitter smell that made my nose itch.
Did I dare open it? I rested my hand on the desk next to the box, pressing my palm against the wood and feeling the clammy cold of my sweat pressing back.
Tucked into one of the curves of the bow was a small note about the size of a business card. I carefully extracted it from the curls, tweezing it between my fingernails, and let it fall
 to the desk. The card, too, appeared homemade, one edge
 tapering off as though the person had been in a hurry to cut it to size and misjudged the dimensions. But what demanded my attention were the three small letters written on the card:
 A. B. E.
It seemed so obvious that the gift was for me—it was in my room, after all—but somehow seeing my initials on the card made it real in a way it hadn’t been before.
I touched the edge of the card and pushed it away from me. I wanted whoever had made the box appear to make it disappear so I didn’t have to make the decision of whether or not to open it. I didn’t want this gift—whatever it was. I knew, deep down in my bones and my belly, that whatever the box held was bad. And yet I kept sitting at the desk, staring at my initials on the card. I knew I should leave it alone, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself from reaching out and brushing a finger along the tail end of the ribbon.
The gift was for me. Given to me by someone who knew my name. My whole name, including my middle name. That narrowed the list down dramatically. Obviously my parents hadn’t left me this. Dad couldn’t tie a fancy bow to save his life, and Mom always seemed to use an entire roll of tape to get the edges squared up. And just as obviously it wasn’t from Jason or Natalie or Valerie.
So who else knew my middle name?
Dante did.
But he had more pressing matters on his mind than sending me presents. He was suffocating in darkness somewhere on the far side of the bank.
Was it possible Zo had left this for me? He was traveling through time, and I had no idea what the rules were about that. Could he have dropped into the river—into my room—left the box, and then dropped out again?
My eyes flicked to the curtains, which were thankfully still not breathing. Had it been a dream? Or had it been real? Did it matter? The memory of my name echoed in my mind—someone had said it. Thinking back, I tried to recall exactly what I’d heard.
“Abby.” A deep voice—masculine? Yes. A hint of an Italian accent? Maybe.
I didn’t want a gift from Zo, but what other explanation could there be? I picked at my curiosity like the rough edges of a scab, at once awful and irresistible. There was only one way to find out for sure.
I pulled on a curl, and the bow deflated into a mass of golden material spooling around the lid and dripping down the sides.
I told myself I could still stop, still leave the lid closed, but I knew I wouldn’t. I had made my choice to see what was inside.
Taking a deep breath, I swept the bow aside and lifted the lid of the box. The brocade was as thick as it had looked and the fabric felt soft under my fingers, soft and a little spongy, the texture of bruised flesh. My stomach turned thinking of the comparison and I almost dropped the lid.
Then I looked inside the box and I did drop the lid.
In the bottom of the box lay a severed rag doll’s head on a bed of black velvet. Her brown hair tumbled around her painted face, which was still smiling, unaware of the violence that had been done to her. Where her painted brown eyes should have been, two coal-black button eyes had been inexpertly sewn on instead; one looked askance to the left while the other looked directly at me. Directly into me.
A note was pinned to her torn throat: I’m watching over you, Abby. Always.
An ice-cold wave washed through me, followed immediately by a tsunami of hot nausea that flooded my stomach with acid. My peripheral vision shimmered like white lightning in the desert and I staggered out of the desk chair, stumbling to the bathroom.
Not bothering with the lights, I collapsed to my knees in front of the toilet and felt the sour sting of vomit surging up my throat. I retched until nothing was left. Dizzy, I lay on the bathroom floor, wrapping my arms around my knees and trying to force my uneven breathing into stability.
My thoughts were in as much turmoil as my stomach was.
The doll in the box—it had been my doll.
Immediately, in my memory, I was four years old again, tucked into bed with the blankets drawn all the way up to my chin. Dad sat on the edge of my bed, brushing back my hair, telling me a nonsense story about a dancing rabbit, trying to convince me that it was okay to go to sleep.
But I knew better. We had recently moved into a new house in a new town, and my four-year-old self knew there were creatures in the night, terrible creatures with flat, staring eyes and too many fingers and toes and elbows. Creatures that were waiting for me to close my eyes so they could slither out of the cracks like smoke and perch on the rail of my bed to stare at me while I slept. They were just scouts, after all. Spies for the real monsters that had started haunting my dreams.
That night, Mom had come in with a special surprise. She had made a rag doll for me—beautiful brown hair, soft brown eyes, a red smile, and real blush on the cheeks. The doll wore a pink jumpsuit and had a silver cape attached to her shoulders. On her chest was a shield with the letters L and A intertwined in black ink.
Mom sat next to Dad and gave me the doll.
“She looks like me!” I said, hugging her to my chest.
“She should,” Mom said. “She’s a superhero like you. Her name is Little Abby and she’s here to help protect you while you sleep.”
“I don’t know. She’s so little. What if she gets hurt?” I frowned, unwilling to subject my new doll to the terrors in the night.
“She’s only little when you’re awake,” Mom said, winking at Dad. “When you are asleep, she grows to be ten feet tall. Plus, she is as fast as lightning. And she can’t get hurt—see this cape? It protects her like a shield. And you know the best part?”
I shook my head, already feeling calmer just holding the doll in my hands.
Mom leaned down to whisper, “She can see in the dark. So it’s okay to fall asleep, sweetie. Little Abby is watching over you. Always.”
That night was the first time in a long time that I had fallen asleep without any trouble. And as long as I had Little Abby with me, the nightmares stayed away.
Always. Always. Always.
My four-year-old self drifted away until just my seventeen-year-old self was left, lying on the floor of my bathroom, crying in the dark.
Little Abby had always protected me, just like my mom had promised. At least, until I was nine years old and we had gone camping with the Kimballs. Of course, my nightmares had long since ceased, but I still secretly slept with Little Abby, and I still secretly felt braver when she was with me at night. It was on that trip that somehow Little Abby had gone missing, vanishing into thin air. That was the same trip when Jason had taught me to be brave all by myself with a simple counting trick that always seemed to work. Still, I missed Little Abby and mourned her loss for weeks.
I hadn’t seen her since I was nine years old—until tonight.
Until I lifted the lid on that horrible box and saw her face looking back at me.
I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to erase the image from my mind, but all I managed to do was squeeze more tears out and down my cheeks. Well, at least I knew for sure who had sent the box to me. This was Zo’s work through and through. And the implications of that made me shiver uncontrollably. With Dante trapped, Zo was free to impose his will on the river of time. And the fragment of my childhood tucked into that box made it perfectly clear that Zo was interested in imposing his will on my past.
I’m watching you, Abby. Always.
A torch of hate flared to life, blinding me. Zo had waded into my past and stolen part of me, only to taunt me with it, laughing at me from beyond the bank. How dare he? He thought he knew me, but he had no idea what I was capable of. Burning with sudden purpose, I pushed myself to my feet, unwilling to let Zo’s threat remain in my room, my house, my life for one more moment.
The box was still where I had left it, the lid upside down on the floor. I gathered up the slithery gold ribbon and stuffed it inside the box, hiding those polished black button eyes. Then I snatched up the lid from the floor and slammed it into place on the box, resisting the urge to wipe my fingers on the edge of my T-shirt.
The thought of carrying the box all the way downstairs in my bare hands made my flesh crawl, so I grabbed a shirt from the hamper and wrapped it around the box. I made my way downstairs, quick, silent, and furious. Easing open the back door, I stepped out onto the patio.
The air held a slight predawn chill, and I inhaled deeply. The silver wind chimes shivered in the cool breeze, murmuring musically behind me. I had no idea if what I had in mind would work or not, but I suspected I could make it work. I had done it before, after all. And apparently the barriers between me and the bank were thinning.
Looking up at the still-dark sky, I spent a moment counting the stars, counting the spaces between the stars, counting my breaths as I focused all my concentration to a single sharp point. I felt the edges of myself thin, the boundaries between here and there soften into smoke. The familiar vise tightened around my lungs; the buzz of dark silence began burrowing into my inner ear. But I had no intention of going to the bank. I wasn’t even trying to reach the dream-side of the bank. No, I simply wanted to send a message to a place where I knew it would reach Zo wherever he was. And with a mental shout, I sent the words winging away into the void.
Are you watching, Zo?
Then I snapped back to myself, gasping in a harsh breath, feeling my ears pop as sound returned full force.
I set down my bundle and dragged Dad’s charcoal grill to the center of the patio, wincing as the stuck wheels scraped against the concrete. I hinged back the lid and dumped Zo’s gift out of my shirt and onto the grill. Padding around the corner of the house, I quickly gathered up my supplies and returned with a half-full bottle of lighter fluid in one hand and a box of matches in the other.
Setting the matches down, I drenched the box with lighter fluid, the acrid stench making my eyes water. The yellow brocade soaked up the fluid until the fabric looked nearly black in the shell of the grill. When the bottle was empty, I turned the garden hose on, waiting until the water began dribbling out of the nozzle before I picked up the box of matches.
I touched the first match head to the rough striking strip on the side of the box and paused. I knew that crossing Zo could prove dangerous to both me and Dante. But Zo had to learn that I could be just as dangerous.
I struck the match.
Zo’s box flared up in an instant inferno, the flames devouring the fabric. The brocade retreated in huge swaths, shrinking, melting, leaving behind only blackness streaked with red. The golden threads flared into brief life as each knot blazed like a small supernova.
I took a step back from the crackling heat and watched the smoke begin to spiral up into the air. The gray smoke was almost invisible against the gray sky, and yet the trailing wisps seemed to form patterns that I could almost recognize. A message I could almost read—a prayer, a wish, a warning.
I don’t know how long I stood there, watching the shifting patterns in the sky, but when I finally drew in a deep breath, I could taste the scratch of smoke in my mouth and feel the sting of tears in my eyes. Zo’s box had collapsed into ash, taking all my hot anger with it. Exhausted, I swiped a trembling hand across my forehead.
Dawn began stretching awake, long fingers of light reaching to push aside the stars. My thoughts returned to my childhood doll, now gone for good in her own small funeral pyre.
Good-bye, Little Abby, I thought with a pang. Thank you for being my warrior . . . and my friend. I’m sorry you got caught up in this mess.
Stooping, I picked up the garden hose and directed the stream of water into the bottom of the grill, soaking the remains of the box until it was a soggy black-and-gray lump. Then I turned off the water and closed the lid to the grill. I would clean the rest of it later.
“Abby?” My dad’s voice came from the doorway behind me. “Everything okay?”
I turned around and dropped the hose at my feet. “Yeah, everything’s fine.” I glanced at the closed lid, hoping I had told the truth.
Dad tightened the belt of his bathrobe and stepped out on the porch in his slippers. “Good. I heard someone banging around out here. I didn’t think it would be you.” He wrapped me in a hug and rubbed his hands over my arms. “You feel a little chilled. How long have you been out here?”
“Not long,” I said, feeling myself relax into the protection of his arms.
“What are you doing, anyway? Is something the matter?”
“No, everything’s okay. I just had some old stuff I needed to get rid of.”
“And you had to do it in the middle of the night?” Dad asked.
“I guess I didn’t think about the time.”
“You couldn’t just throw the stuff away? You had to fire up the grill?”
“Oh, um, it’s just . . . I didn’t want anyone to see me,” I stammered. “You know. Because it was private.”
“Oh, I see how it is. Keeping secrets from your old man. I get it.” Dad ruffled my hair. “What was it? Old love letters? Incriminating photographs?” He wiggled his eyebrows like Groucho Marx and I laughed. Dad always managed to make things better; I loved that about him. Grinning, I kissed his cheek, leaving behind a black smudge from my nose.
“I must look a mess,” I said. I rubbed at my eyes, feeling the hours of missed sleep starting to catch up to me. My hand came away streaked with soot.
“Ah, you’ll always be pretty as a princess to me, sweetie.” Dad kissed the top of my head. “But you might want to get cleaned up before Hannah comes down. If she sees you like this, she’ll never let you live it down.” He released me and stepped over to the grill. He slapped the lid with the flat of his hand. “Tell you what—you go on upstairs and I’ll make breakfast this morning before I go to work. What are you in the mood for? Grilled pancakes? Flambéed French toast? Cereal shish kebabs?”
I laughed again. In the middle of the night, Zo’s threats and warnings had been scary, but now, with dawn on the horizon, his efforts seemed a little sad and small. Was that really the best he could do?
“See you in a bit, Dad,” I said before heading back to my bedroom. I had every intention of hitting the shower and washing away the soot from my hands and the shadows from my mind, but once I closed the door behind me, I fell into bed and pulled the covers back over me.
I was asleep before the summer sun spilled over my windowsill.



Chapter 11
Darkness had fallen on the bank. Instead of the omnipresent flat gray light, the bank was cloaked with a thick black veil that stretched across the horizon and curved overhead like a closed eyelid.
I hadn’t expected to be here. When I had tried before, nothing had happened, and yet, this time, when I wasn’t thinking about it, I made it here. Would I ever learn the rules of the bank? Then again, did I really want to?
I looked around, wondering if I had made it to where Dante was, but everything looked the same. No, not quite. The bank was vast, but something was different this time. There were feelings in the void that drifted around me like unmoored ghosts.
Anger, grumbling like an awakening volcano. It tasted like red.
Hostility, cracking like knuckles. A flash of pain.
Hate.
Of all the times I had been to the bank—real or dreamed—this was the worst. This was bad.
I risked speaking. “Dante?”
The horizon line rippled. I rubbed at my eyes, sure it was a mirage. Nothing ever changed on the bank; that was the whole point. But that wasn’t true anymore, was it? I looked up involuntarily. The black sky seemed even lower, even closer. I swallowed. What other impossible things were going to change in this impossible place?
As I watched, the ripple bubbled up into a fat blister, a wavering sunrise of light pushing against the oppressive night. But it was unlike any sunrise I’d ever seen before. Instead of stretching a gentle pink across a pale blue sky, this light boiled and churned, straining to break free from the bank’s flat two-dimensionality. My heart dropped in my chest, beating fast and hard in the veins at my temples, my wrists, my knees. I didn’t want to be anywhere nearby when that white hellfire light cracked through the black.
Distances were deceiving on the bank, so it was hard to tell exactly how far away the blister of light was. From where I stood, though, it looked to have swollen to the size of a small car.
The growing light demanded my attention and I watched the blister, now the size of a small building, fill with electric fire. The edges boiled and sizzled. The flickering light in the middle seemed to paint patterns, swirling into intricate pathways that looked almost familiar. Mesmerized, I let my focus soften, my eyes captured by the hypnotic rhythms.
“What is it?” I was barely aware of my words, barely heard them in my own ears. I wasn’t really expecting an answer, but a voice sounded low in my ear anyway.
Change . . .
But it wasn’t Dante’s strong and comforting voice that reached me through the veil of my dream. It was Zo’s voice: sly, confident, and unmistakable.
Are you watching, Abby?
The blister blossomed into a dome the size of a sun, blinding white like a hole cut into the black of the bank.
“What’s happening? Are you doing this?”
I’m so glad to see you again, Zo said, his voice filling first one ear, then the other. I was worried that we’d lose touch, what with you being where you are, and me being—well, wherever I want to be. His low-throated laugh sounded like an earthquake.
“Stop it!” I ordered the voice, pressing my hands to my ears.
Oh, but I’m just getting started.
“What have you done?”
Silly question, my sweet. It’s what I am doing that you should be worried about.
“I’m not scared of you,” I bluffed.
My ears rang with sudden, dreadful silence.
I lowered my hands, surprised to find traces of tears on my cheeks.
And then the blister on the horizon burst open in an explosion of boiling light.
The shifting, swirling fire shot upward like a fountain. At the apex of the column, the light began to bend, curving into a mushroom cloud as white and empty as the blackness it penetrated. Wherever the two touched, the edge glittered with golden stars.
I expected a rush of sound—the sonic boom after a bomb—but there was nothing except my ragged exhale and low moan.
And then the landscape of the bank buckled as waves
 rippled just below the surface. Lumps became hills became mounds became mountains. The earthquake raced toward me, silent, destructive, deadly.
Instinct screamed at me to turn and run, to move, but it was too late.
Cracks fractured around my feet, thin lines that widened as they raced outward to meet each other in a tightly woven spiderweb. When the lines collided, the web broke open and chunks of land fell into a deep chasm as black as the sky above me.
The aftershocks continued to crash into each other, creating larger ripples, which created even larger cracks. And as each crack broke open, more and more of the bank fell away into darkness.
The bank was disintegrating before my eyes.
But thankfully, not from beneath my feet. The patch of land where I stood remained intact, a small island of safety. My screaming instinct quieted; there was no point in running if there was no place to run to. I wrapped my arms around my chest, frozen with fear and confusion. Was I still just dreaming, or was this actually happening?
Eventually the ripples lessened, stilled, smoothed out into oblivion, and I was left standing on a scrap of stability. The chasm around me felt as wide and as deep as the Grand Canyon. I didn’t dare look down, afraid that whirling vertigo would pull me down with it. I still felt the tattered remains of the dream state wrapped around me, a gentle fog that softened the edges of the harsh black-and-white world. I almost took a breath.
And then the mushroom cloud of light imploded, folding in on itself to form a single point on the jagged horizon. Surrounded by thick blackness, the spot looked like an eye frosted with milk-white blindness, an eye fixed directly on me.
I began to shake.
The light changed again, but this time, instead of blossoming upward, it descended into a waterfall of flame, bleeding down into the blackness of the chasm that stretched between me and the shattered horizon line.
It happened so fast. One moment the light was there—in the distance—and then it was here, rushing past my feet in a churning, frothing river of silver and white, the sharp peaks of the waves glittering like broken glass.
The wild river parted around my small island, dividing and rejoining in the blink of an eye.
It wasn’t just a river, though. It was the river.
As before when I had gazed into the endlessly changing, endlessly flowing river of time, I could see images flashing past.
A girl, standing on her toes, her hand on the frame of an open wooden door. Her head swinging right, then left, looking, searching.
The river shifted and I peered over her shoulder, catching a glimpse of the darkness of an underground prison. I blinked, and she was washed away from sight. I wondered who she was looking for, or who she was running from.
Another image rose to the surface: A man cresting a hill in the distance. A tall man, but lost in a shadowy fog. I recognized him, but I didn’t know how or from where. He opened his mouth, and the river poured into him, drowning out his words, dripping from his eyes in tears that fell like stars.
The river tore the image to pieces, fragmenting only to reassemble into a scene that stopped my heart in my chest. Dante stood on the burned wreckage of the Dungeon, his boots coated with a fine layer of gray ash, the same color as his eyes. The light from the setting sun rested on his shoulders like a coat. Seeing him was like a balm to my fevered mind. His eyes met mine, and I could have sworn that in that moment, he saw me—really saw me—even through the ripples of the river and the cocoon of my dream.
Almost immediately Dante was pulled apart by a whirlpool of time and I cried out with the loss.
Zo’s voice slithered back into my ear. Do you like what you see?
The river boiled around my feet, the silver stream filled with jumbled images. A collection of flashes of me appeared, each one layered on top of the next like a giant, personalized flipbook: walking to school with Hannah, watching movies with Jason, laughing at a joke with Valerie, listening to Leo’s story of the Midnight Kiss, dancing at the Dungeon with Dante, studying with Natalie. My life frothed around my feet as wildly as the swirling river did. I felt dizzy, disoriented. Which one was the real me?
Time was running free and loose, unchained from its moorings, carving a new path through old land.
I took a deep breath, hoping this was still just a dream. But then why couldn’t I wake up?
This was Zo’s doing. He’d admitted as much. But what could he have done that would have completely redirected the river?
As soon as I thought the question, though, I knew I didn’t want to know the answer. Only something catastrophic could result in this kind of devastation, this kind of wholesale change. He’d threatened to kill da Vinci—had he succeeded? Or had he struck closer to home? Was I here because he was somehow targeting me?
I had had enough. I was sure that, even in a dream, the key to getting home was to go through the river. Surely the shock of the transition would be enough to wake me up. At least, I hoped that would be all it would do.
As much as I didn’t want to leave the safety of my small island, I also didn’t want to stay here another moment.
“I’m leaving, Zo,” I called out into the void. “You can’t keep me here any longer.”
I swallowed my fear and stepped off into the river.
And I started awake, my body sheathed in sweat and my heart snapping like a flag in the wind. My mouth felt lined with cotton and I swallowed, hoping to clear it out enough to cough. I folded my legs against my chest, wrapping my arms around my knees and burrowing my face into the deeper darkness of my own body. I braced myself for the inevitable wave of black-and-white flashes that accompanied the changes to the river. I expected the pain would match the severity of what I had seen firsthand; I wasn’t disappointed.
Hot needles pierced the soles of my feet, injecting liquid fire into my veins. Lava bubbled up my curved legs, pooling in my stomach. Steam cooked my heart. Sweat beaded on my forehead and dripped into my hair, mingling with the tears that dribbled from my eyes. I tightened my grip on my limbs, biting down on the agony until my scream softened to a whimper. I prayed that the darkness sweeping toward me was unconsciousness.
Dante’s locket around my neck burned like the cold fire from a distant star.
I’d never felt so alone in my life.
Zo’s voice pierced through the tattered remains of my dream, his words lingering in the still air of my room. But sweet Abby, I am with you . . . always.
***
Some distant time later, I woke again. This time to the smell of bacon. My mind slowly shook off the rust of unconsciousness, piecing together fragmented memories into some kind of cohesive whole. That’s right. Dad was making breakfast. I could do with a hot meal to help banish the cold stone that seemed to be lodged in my chest.
I crawled out of bed, straightening my back first and then stretching each individual limb. Residual heat seemed to crackle along my bones—one last needle-shot of pain before sloughing off into a flash of numbness. I shook out my hands, flexing my fingers.
I swung back my curtains, disoriented to see the sun so high in the sky. The darkness of the bank and the following hours of oblivion had thrown off my timing.
Whatever Zo had done was done. I’d seen the redirected river; I’d felt the repercussions of pain. Now it was time to see what I could do to fix it.
The house was strangely quiet as I went downstairs to the kitchen. I thought for sure Hannah would have been up and running around. Maybe she was at McKenna’s or next door with Bethany.
Rounding the corner, I saw Mom at the counter, slicing tomatoes. She wore a navy blue suit with a string of bone-white pearls around her throat. Her normally curly hair was pulled back into a tight bun. She looked tired, and a little pinched around her eyes and mouth.
“Mom?” I said, my voice croaking from disuse. My mind felt foggy, sluggish. Where was Dad? He was supposed to be cooking breakfast.
She looked up and laid down her knife. “Abby! What happened to you?”
I turned my hands over, only distantly surprised to see my fingernails were still black with soot. After all, I was still wearing the T-shirt and shorts I’d fallen asleep in oh so long ago. A scratch I hadn’t noticed before ran along the side of my index finger.
Mom came around the island, grabbing a dish towel from the sink on her way. Her high heels clicked on the floor.
I frowned. Since when did Mom wear heels in the middle of a summer day?
“Here.” Mom gently pushed my shoulder until I allowed my knees to buckle enough that I could sit down at the kitchen table. She wiped at my face with the towel, the roughness oddly soothing. If I closed my eyes, I could imagine I was six years old, coming in from a hard day of play and having Mom help me wash up for dinner.
“What have you been doing?” Mom asked. “Is everything okay?”
I didn’t have the faintest idea of how to respond.
Luckily, Mom didn’t seem to notice my dilemma but simply added to her list of questions. “What are you still doing in your pajamas? I came home from work special so we could have lunch together. Mr. Jacobson had some last-minute reports he needed me to do, so I left later than I planned. I’m making BLTs, though. Does that sound good? Are you hungry?”
I blinked slowly, trying to keep up with the flow of her words. Some of them made sense, but not all of them. “Mr. Jacobson?” I asked. “Reports?”
Mom balled the towel in her hands and sighed. “We’ve been over this before, Abby. I know you don’t like him, but he was hiring. And I needed the work.”
“That’s why you’re all dressed up. You’ve been at work.”
Mom sat down in the chair next to me and covered my hand with her own. A worried line appeared between her eyes. “Are you sure you’re okay? You don’t seem like yourself. Are you feeling sick?” She pressed the back of her hand against my forehead before moving it to check my face.
“Does Dad know you’re working?” I asked. The idea felt slippery in my mind; I was having trouble hanging on to it. I kept coming back to the fact that he was supposed to be here. In the kitchen. Cooking breakfast.
Mom jolted back as though I’d slapped her. Red spots appeared high on her cheeks, and her mouth thinned into a slash of cracked lipstick.
“What? What did I say?” I searched Mom’s face for a hint, but all I saw was the black anger in her eyes.
“Your father most certainly knows I’m working. His lawyer made sure I didn’t have a choice.”
“His lawyer?” I repeated in a squeak.
Mom sighed, and the anger drained out of her eyes, replaced by the sheen of tears. “Oh, Abby, I know the divorce was hard on you. But I thought we were past this. I thought you had come to accept the way things are.”
I felt the blood throb in my temples as a headache pounded into life. “You’re . . . you and Dad . . . you’re divorced?” My lips were numb. “Since when?” I asked reflexively.
But I knew the answer already: since Zo had redirected the river. Whatever he had done in the past—in my past, specifically—this was the cataclysmic result of his work. The river had been redirected, and now not only were my parents divorced but they apparently hated each other, too.
I shook my head as though I could turn this new truth into the lie I wanted it to be.
“But . . . but what about Hannah?”
Mom tilted her head, a puzzled look on her face. “Who’s Hannah?”



Chapter 12
I ran. I ran up the stairs, taking them two at a time. Slamming open the door to Hannah’s bedroom, I stopped in shock, staring at the neatly made-up queen bed covered with a sandy brown comforter and matching pillows, at the low dresser and mirror in matching oak.
I shook my head in denial. Where was Hannah’s frilly daybed with her white curtains and pink pillows? What had happened to her casual clutter scattered over the dresser? Where was her Snoopy lamp that Dad had brought home the day she’d been born? Where were the shelves and shelves of the books she loved so much?
I turned away and tried to push past Mom, who had followed me up the stairs. She grabbed my arms, holding me in place.
“What’s going on? Talk to me, please.”
“It looks like a hotel!” I accused. “You turned Hannah’s room into a guest room.”
“I don’t understand. Who is this Hannah you keep talking about?”
“She’s my sister!” I shouted. Tears streamed down my face. “She’s your daughter. You and Dad aren’t supposed to be divorced. You aren’t supposed to hate each other. You’re supposed to have another daughter. We’re supposed to be a family!”
Mom’s face turned white. “Abby, stop. You’re scaring me—”
“This is all wrong. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be.”
“Calm down—”
“I have to fix it,” I said, though, even as I did, I wondered how I could. Where was I supposed to start? This was more than just playing matchmaker with Jason and Natalie; how was I supposed to bring Hannah back if she had never existed in the first place?
“Let’s go sit down and talk about this,” Mom said, her voice striving to be soothing, but I heard her anxiety and fear. “It’ll be okay, I promise. Just . . . let’s just go sit down.”
I let Mom lead me back down the stairs to the front room. Now that I knew what to look for, I could see the evidence all around me. The large family portraits that used to hang above the couch had been replaced with smaller snapshots of just me and Mom lined up in a short row on the fireplace mantel. There were the two of us at Disneyland. There we were in front of a Christmas tree. There was me in my graduation cap and gown, standing alone.
No pictures of Dad. Nothing that even hinted at Hannah’s presence.
A howling wind blew through the empty cavity of my chest. I couldn’t stop crying, but I didn’t want to. Half of my family had just disappeared. They’d been erased from my life, but I still held a lifetime of memories of them in my heart. I was divided; I couldn’t reconcile what was inside of me with what was all around me. My life was spiraling out of control, and the more I tried to hold on, the more it felt like it was slipping through my fingers.
I heard again Zo’s voice from the dream-side of the bank: It’s what I am doing that you should be worried about.
For as many lies as Zo had told, he had told me the truth about that.
“I have to go,” I said, blindly turning to the door. “I can’t stay here right now.”
“Abby, wait—”
But I was already gone.
I ran out the front door, pounding down the steps and across the lawn. Counting my footsteps gave me something else to concentrate on—forty-two, forty-three. A thousand thoughts and a million memories batted around my head, each one demanding entrance to my brain—sixty-five, sixty-six—but I didn’t dare let my mind wander too far. Seventy-eight, seventy-nine—and I was at Jason’s door.
I banged on the heavy wood, calling Jason’s name.
But Jason didn’t answer. No one answered.
That was when I finally saw the wooden plaque hanging above the door frame: The Birds’ Nest. Welcome, Friends! Cartoon birds flew around the edges of the plaque—red and blue and green—with flowers in their beaks.
I moved my fist from the door to my mouth, biting down hard on my knuckles. Who were the Birds, and why were they living in Jason’s house? The Kimball family had lived here for almost my entire life—and yet now some other family lived here. Backing away slowly, I shook my head. If the Kimballs hadn’t ever moved in, then I’d never met Jason. Was it possible? Looking at the painted birds circling above the door, I knew it was more than possible, it had actually happened.
No Dad. No Hannah. No Jason.
I hardly recognized my life anymore.
I turned around and, for the third time that morning, I ran.
***
It sounded like noise at first. It was only when I slowed my frantic steps that I realized where I was—the edge of Phillips Park—and what I was hearing—music. Specifically, the distinct music of an acoustic guitar.
A stitch threaded needles of pain up and down my sides, my legs. I pressed my hand against the throbbing ache and bent forward, gulping down as much air as I could. How had I gotten so far, so fast? The only memory I seemed to have left was of running: the methodic movement of one step after another, the rise and fall of my chest. As horribly as my chest hurt, though, my bare feet hurt worse. I looked down, only distantly surprised to see them covered in scratches. I glanced over my shoulder at the trail I’d left behind, my footprints outlined in pale pink blood.
The park was crowded with kids running, laughing, and playing. A pack of moms pushed strollers weighed down with sleeping babies. A soccer game was under way out on the far side of the playground. Wincing, I limped onto the park’s wide lawn and grimaced in relief at the cool touch of the grass on my battered feet.
The music grew louder, the notes tugging at me, demanding attention.
It was a song I almost recognized. A light, dancing refrain that brought to mind swift, high-moving clouds and fizzing bubbles.
A memory engulfed me: the summer before high school. Sitting on the back porch with Natalie and Valerie, toasting our future with Valerie’s own blend of Sprite, ginger ale, and lemonade. The hot August sun beat down on us, rippling the edges of the cement with heat waves. The three of us linked pinkies and vowed that our friendship would survive the unpredictable years ahead of us. No matter what.
The taste of the sticky sweetness of my drink was as vivid now as it had been then. And my fingers felt the remembered heat of a joined promise.
The song suddenly changed, the notes sliding into another key, picking up speed before developing into a dark intimacy that was as beautiful as it was unsettling.
The memory dissipated like smoke, leaving me feeling strangely blank and empty. It seemed to take a moment for my senses to catch up with me.
When they did, they brought with them a cold certainty. Only one person played music like that. The kind of music that reached inside your soul and twisted.
Zo.
He was here. In the park. I knew it.
A darkness as thick as coal shadowed my vision, stained my heart with black anger. I cocked my head to the side, straining to listen for the invisible trail of his music in the air.
The music led me to a small grove of trees. I cautiously parted the branches to peek through the leaves. The park included a small meditation area with a few scattered benches and a statue of a child reaching up, a butterfly poised on his fingertips. I had always thought the boy was letting the butterfly go, but in my black mood, I wondered if he was simply going to catch and crush it instead.
I walked forward, taking slow, careful steps. A figure sat on one of the benches. He was curled over a guitar, fingers idly strumming the taut strings. The bright sky lit the scene with a friendly, soft glow that seemed out of place against the emotions running through me.
Zo looked up and met my eyes across the slim distance between us. My bones twisted like a groan. I hadn’t been face-to-face with Zo since he had slipped into the dark embrace of the time machine’s door, his laugh trailing behind him like a shadow.
“Abby,” he said in delight, strumming a chord on his guitar. “I’m so glad to see you. I wondered when you’d finally stop by. And look at that—right on time.” He smiled thinly and the chord changed to a minor key.
I didn’t want to admit it, but time had been kind to Zo. His once-narrow face looked full—relaxed, even—and his dark eyes seemed larger, brighter. A light flush touched his cheeks. Excitement fairly crackled off him, as though he’d just found the missing piece of a puzzle. He rose, set down his guitar, and held out his hand to me.
My eyes immediately fixed on the gold chains around his wrist. Those were new. They reminded me of the yellow chains around the wrists of the Pirate King doll. I hated to think that Zo had been visiting Valerie, showing off his new power.
Heat blazed through me and the faces of my father and sister flashed across my eyes. I welcomed the pain in my heart. My family was fractured, lost, and my friends were trapped. And the man responsible for all of it was in front of me.
A red veil fell over my eyes and I crossed the distance between us at a dead run. My hand curled into a claw and I reached out to slash my nails across his face. I wanted to dig deep. I wanted to feel him bleed.
Zo caught my wrist, stopping my momentum cold.
My nail touched his skin, close enough to make a dent, but not to cut. I tried to extend my fingers, but his pain was just out of my reach.
“Come now, my sweet, there’s no need to be rude.” Zo squeezed my wrist and gestured with the long fingers of his free hand to the bench beside him. “There are things we need to talk about. We might as well be comfortable.”
“I don’t have anything to say to you,” I snarled.
Zo shrugged, pulling my attention to his face. His smile widened into a grin—the sharp, tight grin I still saw sometimes in my nightmares—and I shook my head.
“I take that back. I do have something to say: Go to hell.”
“Been there and back,” he said easily. “I think I’ll stay here instead.” Zo watched me with his dark eyes, his stance deceptively casual, but this close to him, I could see the lines of strain in his shoulders. The tightness continued up his throat, strangling him with tension.
I wondered if being near me made him uncomfortable, even caused him pain. The thought made me happy.
“Do you treat all your friends like this?” he finally asked, releasing my wrist and taking a step back.
“You’re not my friend,” I snapped, rubbing at my wrist. His hand had left a ring of red on my skin.
“I’d like to be.”
I stared at him in horror. “Are you crazy? After what you’ve done?”
“And what have I done—exactly?” Zo sat down. Leaning back into the bench, he spread his arms wide and kicked out his long legs, heels thunking to the ground.
“Let me count.” I flung up a finger for each point. “You stabbed Dante. You made Jason break up with me. You burned down the Dungeon. You stole my best friend and drove her crazy—literally! Your lies ruined Leo’s life—and Dante’s.” Tears burned my eyes, but I didn’t let them fall. “And more recently, my parents are divorced because of you. And Hannah—she doesn’t even exist anymore! You are nobody’s friend.”
Zo regarded me for a moment, his eyes thoughtful and still. He was quiet for a long time before he spoke. “I must thank you, Abby.”
“For what?” It was perhaps the last thing I expected him to say.
“Perspective. When you opened the door for me, you may not have known you were granting me such a gift, but you were. And now, here, on the other side of time, I realize what an invaluable gift it really is.”
I opened my mouth to say something when Zo held up his hand.
“Tell me, if events had not unfolded the way they had, would you be happier?”
“Yes!” I said, my memories twisted around the past. “Everyone would have been happier.”
Zo tilted his head, the white tips of his dark hair as pointed as teeth. “Do you really believe that? You’d rather have your old life back, including those scheduled Friday night dates with Jason and your future rolling out ahead of you like a flat road through the desert? And you can honestly say that you’d be happier without Dante in your life?”
“I’d be happier with my family back!”
“Even if that meant you’d never have met Dante?”
Zo’s questions landed like so many rocks in a pond; the
 ripples sent me reeling.
He didn’t give me a chance to recover or respond. “Yes, I stabbed Dante, but he survived—as I knew he would. And yes, I’m sure it hurt to break up with Jason, but then you were free to pursue a relationship with Dante, weren’t you? Perspective changes things, doesn’t it?”
“You ruined everything,” I repeated automatically. “You destroyed everyone’s life—Valerie’s, Dante’s, mine, my family’s. I wish I had never met you.”
“I could arrange that,” Zo said quietly.
“Don’t joke about that, it’s not funny.”
“You know I’m not joking. You know what I’m capable of. What all of us who went through that door a second time are capable of. So I have to ask myself, if you truly wish we’d never met, why haven’t you asked Dante to change things? He would do it; he’d do anything for you. Even if it meant endangering the river, or his own life.”
My mouth went dry. Dante’s life was already in danger, trapped as he was in the darkness. I shook my head. “No. He wouldn’t do that. And I wouldn’t ask him to.”
“Then why don’t you ask me?”
My legs wobbled beneath me. I groped for the bench, collapsing onto the seat, not even caring that I was close enough to Zo to touch. “You wouldn’t . . .”
“That’s not the point. The point is that I could. You seem to think that Dante and Leo are the only people with answers to your questions. You forget that they are not the only people with experience. With power.”
“I don’t want your help,” I managed. “I don’t want anything from you. Ever.”
“I noticed.” Zo’s voice hardened. “I go to all that trouble to give you a gift, and you refuse it. I wrapped that box myself, you know. I wanted to give you something you’d remember. It wasn’t easy to get, either. You’re a hard woman to shop for.”
“That was no gift,” I spat back. “That was a warning, and we both know it.”
“And then to taunt me with it?” Zo clicked his tongue in disapproval, ignoring my words. “That borders on cruel.”
“You erased my sister! You destroyed my family!”
Zo looked at me with false sympathy in his eyes. “What happened to your family happened because of you. You made me do it. I wouldn’t have had to change the river if you hadn’t defied me. This is your fault.”
“That’s a lie. You’ve always done whatever you wanted. You can’t blame this on me.”
Zo shrugged. “Perhaps next time you’ll be more considerate of my feelings.”
“There isn’t going to be a next time,” I said.
I could see him out of the corner of my eye as I looked straight ahead, leaning forward slightly so the edge of the bench dug into the back of my legs. A tense silence filled the space between us.
“What do you want, Zo?”
“What does anyone want, Abby?” he countered. “To be loved. Peace on earth. The winning lottery numbers.”
I shook my head in disgust. “No one could love you.”
“Valerie does,” he said with a grin.
I couldn’t take it anymore. I stood up from the bench, wound tight with a rage that filled me to my core. “Stay away from me, Zo. Stay away from me, my family, and my friends.”
Zo frowned at me, his eyes tight. “I can’t do that.”
“Why not?”
He stood up next to me, so close that I could feel the heat from his body.
I took a step back, but his hand shot out and grabbed me by the back of my neck. I tried to twist away, but he held me tight, pulling me even closer to him.
With his other hand, he brushed the locket around my neck, tracing the shape but never touching my skin. “Because I need you, Abby. I always have.”
I broke out of his grip, but he reached out and caught my hand before I could escape. Without letting go of my gaze, he bent his head and lifted my hand to his lips. “I can see why Dante was able to snare you so easily. It makes me wish I’d met you first. Things might have been very different.”
I yanked my hand away as though I’d been burned. I backed away from him—one step, then two—slowly increasing the distance between us, my eyes never leaving his, my hand never leaving the locket at my throat.
Zo watched me go, a smile on his lips.
I turned and walked toward the opening in the trees that would lead me back to the heart of the park.
Behind me, the first notes of another melody lifted on the breeze.
My walk turned into a run. And I ran until I couldn’t hear it anymore—not the music or Zo’s mocking laughter.



Chapter 13
When Natalie opened the door, she was on the phone. “Oh, wait, she just showed up.” She mouthed the words It’s your mom and moved to hand the phone to me.
I shook my head vigorously, waving my hands in front of me. I wasn’t ready to talk to my mom just yet. I knew I wouldn’t be able to answer her questions and I feared I would just make things worse.
Natalie slanted a disapproving look at me, then returned to her conversation. “Uh, can she call you back? . . . No, no, she’s okay. . . . I will. Uh-huh. I will. Okay. ’Bye.”
The instant Natalie hung up the phone, my words spilled out in a rush. “You know me, right? You remember me, and we’re friends, right?”
She looked at me strangely, and for a moment my heart stopped. “Of course I know you. And, yes, we’re friends.”
I rushed forward and wrapped Natalie in a hug. “Thank you,” I said. “Thank you for still being you.”
Natalie patted me on the back. “Uh, you’re welcome. I guess. Abby, what’s going on? Your mom said you ran off—”
“I know. Listen, I can explain—well, not easily, it’s complicated—but I’ll try.” I peered past Natalie’s shoulder into her family room. “Is anyone else home?”
Natalie shook her head. “Robert’s off on a camping trip with the Scouts and Mom and Dad are visiting Grandma for the week.”
I sighed in relief. I was still shaken by my conversation with Zo; I wasn’t sure I was up to talking to anyone other than Natalie at the moment. “Can I use your shower?”
Natalie stepped back from the door, pulling me inside with her. “I thought you’d never ask,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “You look terrible. How long have you been in those clothes?”
“It feels like forever.” I picked at my T-shirt sleeve and frowned at the smell. I followed Natalie downstairs to her room. “I really appreciate this.”
She waved off my thanks, pointing to her bathroom. “Go. Clean up.”
I started to close the bathroom door behind me when Natalie called my name.
“I told your mom I’d drive you back home. Don’t be long, okay?”
I nodded. Closing the door behind me, I leaned my back against the wall. I could feel the burdens piling up on my shoulders. There were so many loose ends that demanded my attention. Dante was trapped in the darkness, and I couldn’t even start building the door that would free him for another week at least. Leo thought he knew how to help me stabilize the timeline and reduce the effects of the changing river, but not until this weekend. And now with Zo’s latest strike at my past and my present, I feared I was too late to fix anything. I shuddered, remembering my conversation with Zo and the feel of his lips on my wrist and how his black eyes had laughed at me.
Turning on the shower, I peeled off my clothes, stiff with sleep and sweat, and tossed them into the corner.
The hot water hit me like a fist, coating me in a sheet of fire. I hissed as my skin turned red; the steam rose in clouds around me. I ducked my head under the streaming water, letting the flow cover me like a baptism.
I leaned my head against the shower wall, the water washing over my back in waves. Breathing deeply of the steam, I closed my eyes and, finally, after days and nights of unrelenting heartache, I gave myself permission to let go.
The tears I’d held back for so long rose like a flood.
I cried for Dante, trapped. For my parents, unfairly divided. For my sister, lost before her time. For Jason, and our missed possibilities.
I cried until the stone wall that had been guarding my heart cracked open and crumbled to dust.
I cried until all my anguish, all my anger, all my pain had drained out of me and flowed away beneath my feet.
When I was sure that the water on my face was only the shower and no longer mixed with my tears, I twisted the knob all the way to cold. I gasped; the shock to my system was electric and exhilarating. The edges of my vision turned blue. I shut off the shower and stepped out onto the mat. The bathroom was still warm, almost humid, and I stood for a moment, dripping and shivering inside a cocoon of lingering steam.
I felt cleansed inside and out. The hot water had washed me clean; the cold tears had scoured my soul raw. I had passed through the fire of anger and been quenched in the water of anguish.
My resolve hardened into a solid blade of steel. Zo could do what he wanted, but I was not going to let anyone but me decide the outcome of my life anymore. I would take back what belonged to me—my life, my love, my family. I would find it and fix it and protect it. No one was going to take it away from me again.
I felt reborn.
I felt ready to face the unknown again.
And this time, I was going to win.
***
Natalie pulled into the nearly empty parking lot of Helen’s Café.
I looked around in surprise. “I thought you were taking me home.”
“I am,” Natalie said. “But first we’re going to Helen’s. You need to eat and then you’re going to tell me everything that’s going on.”
I swallowed, then nodded. The idea of telling someone the whole crazy story was oddly terrifying and comforting at the same time. Natalie was the only link I had left to the way my life was supposed to be. What if I told her the truth and she laughed at me? I didn’t know what I’d do if she didn’t believe me.
It wasn’t until we had settled into our booth by the front window, ordered lunch, and waited until our plates had arrived that I heard it.
Can you see . . .
The whisper sailed by on the breath of a breeze. I waved my hand past my ear as though brushing away a fly.
Dante . . . stop . . .
I frowned, looking around to see who might have said Dante’s name. Helen’s Café would hardly be considered crowded: just Natalie and me, an older couple tucked into a back corner booth, and a young guy in a green army jacket, hunched over his plate. The sidewalk outside had more people.
“Abby? Hello? Are you listening?”
I yanked my wandering attention back to Natalie. “What? Oh, sorry. Yes, I’m . . .”
In the way . . .
“Did you hear that?” I asked, rubbing at my ear. A buzzing sounded deep in my ear; it felt like the vibrations of a dentist’s drill.
“I heard me,” Natalie said with a fleeting smile. “It’s okay, Abby. You don’t want to talk about it until we eat. I get it.”
“No, it’s not that.” I frowned.
Do something . . .
“There! Did you hear that?” I half stood in the booth, scanning the café as though I could spot the sound as it traveled to my ear. My gaze snagged on the guy at the next table over. There was something almost familiar about him . . .
Natalie followed my gaze. “Do you know him?”
I waved my hand to erase her words. “Hang on.” I tilted my head and closed my eyes as though that would help me listen. It must have worked because as soon as I focused on that elusive whisper, I found it.
Sound crashed over me, close and hot, and I heard Zo’s voice speaking clearly. I’m impressed . . . I didn’t think you could keep up.
And then it was gone, the sound whipped away on the tail end of an invisible sigh.
The silence that followed in its wake left me cold and disoriented. Natalie’s hand on my arm felt like a sun-baked brick, hot and scratchy.
“Seriously, Abby, what’s wrong? You’re scaring me.”
Zo’s name stuck in my throat, only the “o” sound escaped in a round exhalation. I had left him in the park just hours ago, but now somehow he was here, whispering in my head, his voice like the rough edge of a file against my mind. The sound conjured up an image of him sitting on a park bench, a guitar in his hands, and I felt goose bumps on my arms.
I could hear Zo as clearly as when I spoke with Dante on the dream-side of the bank. I feared it meant the barriers between the river and the bank were thinning, weakening. And no matter how you looked at it, that was bad.
Natalie pushed her water glass into my hand, and I instinctively wrapped my fingers around it and lifted it to my mouth. The cold sluiced through me, the ice cubes clattering against my teeth. The heat in my brain washed away but I kept swallowing until the glass was empty and I could feel a pillar of ice stretch from my throat to my belly.
I dropped the glass on the table, a few last ice cubes scattering like ghostly dice.
Natalie’s face tightened with worry.
I cracked my voice out of the ice in my chest. “I’m okay. Thanks for the water.”
Natalie’s worry deepened into disbelief. “You’re not okay. You haven’t been okay for a while now. Start talking. We’re not leaving until you tell me what is going on.”
 . . . all you can do is wait . . .
The voices were back, or maybe they’d never left. Now that I knew what to listen for—or more specifically, who to listen for—I could hear Zo’s voice clearly all around me, drifting in and out of intensity.
You think you know what’s going on, Dante. But you have no idea. Your confidence would be amusing, perhaps. If it wasn’t so pathetic instead.
“Stop it,” another voice said. Louder and closer than even the voices whispering in my ear.
It wasn’t Natalie’s voice, though. I opened my eyes to see the guy in the green jacket standing at our table, an unreadable expression flashing across his face. I knew that face. I knew that voice.
It was V.



Chapter 14
Stop trying to listen,” V said again while all I could do was stare at him in shock and surprise.
“Who are you?” Natalie asked, frustration giving heat to her words.
“Shut up,” V snapped, barely sparing a glance for Natalie. He crouched down by our table, wrapping his hands together in a knot of obvious anxiety and strain. “I know you don’t have any reason to trust me, Abby, but hear me out. Please. We have to talk. It’s important.” He edged closer, but not too close. A thin sheen of sweat covered his forehead, darkening his hair to the blue-black of a raven’s wing.
“No.” It was the best I could manage past the anger blocking my throat. How could he be here—standing in front of me as though we were old friends, just wanting to visit, to chat. Like nothing had happened. But everything had changed since the last time I’d seen V—things were still changing—and seeing him now like this was more than I could bear.
“We have to talk,” V said. “But not here—”
“She said no,” Natalie said, shoving V hard in the shoulder. “Leave us alone.”
“It’s too dangerous—” The words poured out of V in a low stream of urgency. His dark eyes were ringed with a wild flicker of light. “He doesn’t know I’m here, not yet, but he’ll find out. He’ll find me here. It’s a lodestone location. We have to go. Now.”
“I’m not going anywhere with you,” I said. I rested my hand lightly atop my table knife. I knew V was more powerful now that he’d been through the door a second time—my wrist still ached from Zo’s grip—and a cut probably wouldn’t slow him down, but maybe, if I surprised him, it would give us enough time to get away. I tried to catch Natalie’s eye, let her know what I was thinking.
I would have to time it perfectly. I only had one chance . . .
A tremor shuddered through V’s body, leaving a frozen stillness in its wake. “The streams are converging. The choices narrowing. The paths that lead away—” V’s eyes flickered right and left, as though skimming a page of instructions only he could see.
I scanned the café again, scouting for the fastest route to the door. I might not have a better opportunity than right now, while he was distracted. In the instant my hand moved, V’s own hand shot out and snaked the knife away from under my fingers.
I heard Natalie echo my gasp at his speed.
“And now there is only one path,” V said. He stood up slowly from the table, slipping the knife into his jacket pocket. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to have to do that, but he’s coming. And you cannot be here when he arrives.”
“Who?” Natalie demanded. “Who is coming? I don’t understand—”
V merely touched two fingers to his wrist hidden beneath his jacket cuff and I knew. And worse, I knew V was right. If Zo was coming here, then I didn’t want to be anywhere nearby when he arrived. I’d already met him once today and that was enough. I slid to the edge of the booth.
“C’mon, Natalie, let’s go.”
“What? Why?” Natalie frowned, but she followed my lead, picking up her bag and reaching inside. “Do you have cash? We can’t just leave.”
V reached into his pocket and grabbed a handful of bills, tossing them on the table. Then he turned and started for the front door.
Natalie paused, her hand in her bag, and then looked from V’s broad back to me and back again. “Gee, thanks.”
I heard a faint rustling, like leaves being tossed by a hot wind. The voices were back, but garbled, broken up and stuttering.
I’ll follow you . . . I’ll stop you . . .
But then, through the lumps of sound, three words rose to the surface: She’ll be mine . . .
“Hurry up, Natalie,” I whispered, feeling the room start to close around me. I had never been claustrophobic before, and now certainly wasn’t the time to start.
“I’m coming, I’m coming,” she said, turning me to face the door and gently pushing on my shoulders. “Let’s go, then. But I don’t see what the big rush is.”
V was already at the door, his hand resting on the bar, his fingers tapping a fast rhythm on the metal. As we approached, he pushed open the door and let us walk past him. He seemed to radiate a strange energy, and when I brushed against his jacket, I caught the acrid scent of burnt electricity. Like lightning had just struck—or was just about to.
“We’re still too close,” V said, walking across the parking lot with fast, wide strides.
I took a step after him, but Natalie grabbed my hand.
“Abby, what are you doing? You can’t go with him. Let’s get out of here.”
I sighed. All the words were there, right there behind my teeth, words that would explain everything. But I couldn’t say any of them. Not yet. Instead I said, “It’s okay. I know him. Just . . . trust me, okay?”
Natalie hesitated and I took the opening. As much as I didn’t want to involve her in this madness, or put her at risk, I also didn’t want to go with V all alone. I squeezed her hand, offered her what I hoped was a reassuring smile, and then pulled her behind me as I followed in V’s wake.
V had stopped by Natalie’s car, frowning in impatience. “Open it. We have to go.”
“I have a name, you know,” she said.
V shook his head. “Names are dangerous. He’s listening for them.”
“He can hear us?” I looked around as though Zo were already standing behind me.
“Not exactly. It’s more like . . . vibrations. I’ll explain later.”
I touched Natalie’s arm. “Would you drive?”
She reached into her bag and withdrew her keys, jangling them in her fingers. She twisted her mouth. “Do I have a choice?”
“I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”
“Oh, I know you will,” she said. “Just promise me that you’ll tell me what’s going on. The truth. The whole truth. Everything.”
I swallowed and nodded. “Promise.”
“Okay.” Natalie unlocked the driver’s side door and popped the locks on the other doors. “Then get in and let’s go.”
“About time,” V muttered as he climbed into the backseat.
“Where to?” Natalie asked as I joined her in the front and she turned the key.
I glanced at V, raising an eyebrow in a silent question. The idea that Zo was listening to us made silence an attractive option.
“It doesn’t matter—just someplace new. Somewhere you don’t usually go. The sooner we get lost, the better.”
I looked at Natalie and took a chance that this version of Natalie remembered the same things I did. “The alphabet game?”
Grinning, she nodded. “Good idea.”
I breathed a sigh of relief and buckled my seat belt.
Long before any of us could drive, Natalie, Valerie, and I would ride our bikes around the neighborhood. The summer of our fifth-grade year, Natalie had become obsessed with maps and mazes. She drew up a plan of the entire neighborhood, marking the fastest routes to various destinations—the school, the church, each of our houses—often finding rarely traveled, winding back roads. That was the summer she also invented the alphabet game. We would ride our bikes to an intersection, and if the cross street started with a letter A through J, we’d turn right; K through S, we’d go straight through; and T through Z, we’d turn left. At the next street, we’d rotate the rules.
We once spent a whole Saturday playing the game until we ended up at least a half mile from home at a small place none of us had ever heard of before: Phillips Park. It turned out there was a much shorter, more direct route to the park, and once Natalie had mapped it for us, Phillips Park became our destination of choice for long summer afternoons.
Natalie stopped at the corner. “Bluebell Avenue,” she read, and flipped the blinker before turning right.
We drove in silence for a while, Natalie making the turns as the game required. I tried to marshal my thoughts and questions into some kind of order. I had so many, it was hard to choose, so I started with what I thought was the most important one.
I twisted in my seat, pinning V with a hard gaze. “What are you doing here?”
He shook his head, glancing over his shoulder as though we were being followed.
“How did you find me?” I tried another one.
He pressed his lips together, clearly unwilling to answer.
“What do you want?”
At that, V’s face closed with a hard snap of repressed anger. His dark eyes seemed even darker and a flush crept up the sides of his neck.
I glanced at Natalie, who was turning left on Tulip Court, and saw a small local strip mall up ahead. I pointed to the parking lot of a tanning salon. “Pull in there.”
She did, sliding her car into a space by the curb. She turned the car off and unbuckled her seat belt. I reached over and pushed the automatic locks; the resulting click sounded loud in the silent car. We both turned to V.
“We’re here,” I said, “at a totally random place we’ve never been before because you wanted to get away from Zo.”
V’s jaw tightened at the name, the flush spreading like a wound.
“We’re as hidden as we can be, I guess. And you said we had to talk. So start talking.”
V looked out the window, down and away. Tension coiled around him like a whip, taut and thick. He clenched his hands into fists and swallowed hard.
After a long silence, I spoke again. “Fine. Be that way.” I turned around in my seat and rebuckled my seat belt. “Let’s go, Nat. This is obviously some kind of game for him.”
“No, wait—” V grabbed my shoulder.
I cocked my head to let him know I was listening.
“I’ll talk.”
I exchanged a glance with Natalie.
“Hey, do what you want. I’m just the driver.” She shrugged. “I won’t interrupt.”
I turned around to face V. “Let’s start with an easy one. What did you mean when you said Helen’s was a lodestone location?”
V sighed, slumping in his seat. The tension was gone, replaced by a visible weariness. “Places where you spend a lot of time are brighter, easier to see from the other side. So are places where you have strong memories or emotional ties. We are drawn to those places—like Helen’s Café—because they provide the easiest access to your specific timeline.”
Natalie leaned forward, but I didn’t look at her. I didn’t have time to answer her questions or try to explain.
“Tell me why Zo is targeting my specific timeline.”
“Stop saying his name,” V growled. “I told you—it’s dangerous.”
I remembered how upset Valerie had been when I’d said Zo’s name and I felt a shiver run through me.
“Fine,” I said through gritted teeth. “Tell me why he is targeting me specifically.”
V shook his head. “He wouldn’t tell me. Just that he needs you.”
I wanted to slap him. Zo had said the same thing to me in the park. I’d had enough of riddles and strange Italian men with their mysterious ways and cryptic comments. I wanted answers. And I wanted them now.
“What does he want? What is he planning to do?”
“I don’t know.”
“Liar,” I snapped. “You’ve been working with him. You do everything he says.”
“Not anymore,” V said.
I drew in a sharp breath. Zo hadn’t mentioned this change. “Why should I believe you?”
V whipped his head back to me. “He ruined my life.”
“Join the club.”
“I suppose I deserve that,” V said, “considering.”
“Considering what? You’ve been doing his bidding all this time and now you want me to talk to you—to trust you—and I’m still not sure I can do either one.”
“I know. It was a gamble to contact you, but the streams were pretty clear. If I wanted to see her again, I had to go through you.”
“See who?”
A smile crossed his face for the first time all day and a softness entered his eyes. “Valerie.”
“You want to see her again?” I asked in disbelief, hearing a soft gasp of amazement from Natalie. “After what you did to her?”
“I didn’t do anything to her—”
“As I recall, you were the one who pushed her into the river,” I pointed out.
“You know what he can do on the bank. You were there. You know. You remember.”
I did remember—that loose-limbed sense of well-being, the urge of instant obedience, the gratitude at being able to serve—and I shivered a little inside.
“I didn’t have a choice,” V said, a muscle tightening along his jaw.
“And if you did have a choice?” I asked. “What then? What would you have done?”
“I would have gone with her.” V’s voice was low and confidential. “I would have taken her away from all . . . this. I would have protected her.”
“The way you protected her before? You knew what kind of person you were dealing with. You knew what he was planning. You must have known there was the chance Valerie wouldn’t survive—” My voice broke, but I forced myself to continue. “And now she’s his—body and soul . . . and what mind she has left.”
“It wasn’t supposed to be like that.”
“Then what was it supposed to be like? What was your big plan, if not to take her to the bank like you did?”
“The plan was always to go back. All we wanted was to go home. And he said Valerie wouldn’t get hurt.”
“And you believed him?” I rocked back in my seat from sheer astonishment.
“You went to the bank and nothing bad happened to you,” he retorted. “It was a reasonable promise to believe.”
“Nothing bad happened to me on the bank?” I repeated. “My whole life changed there—and not all for the better.”
“But some of it did change for the better, right? It wasn’t all bad—not like for Valerie.”
“Stop saying her name.” My voice shook in my throat. “You’re not her friend. You don’t know anything about her—”
“I know I loved her,” he said quietly. “I know I would give anything to take back that moment. If it meant she would be well again . . . I’d do whatever I could to make it right.”
“You couldn’t have loved her. You hardly knew her,” I
 stammered. I risked a glance at Natalie, but she was as surprised as I was by the news. The conversation had taken an unexpected turn, and I cast about for something solid to hang my swirling thoughts on. “She was his girl . . .”
“But originally she wanted me. Before anything else happened, she was interested in me.”
I heard the fierce pride in V’s voice then, the confidence and certainty. It was like a layer had been peeled away from V and I could see him with new eyes. He wasn’t as charismatic as Zo. He wasn’t tall or suave like Tony. And he knew it. He knew he was a rather average-looking guy, with dark hair and a build that was more stocky than stout. I had always thought of him as the thug who carried out Zo’s plans. And maybe he had spent most of his time in the background, but Valerie hadn’t seen him that way. She had seen him as the most interesting member of Zero Hour. The one she wanted to get to know better. Not Zo, with his good looks and snake-charmer’s way. Not Tony, with his quick wit and ready smile. The bright star that was Valerie had been attracted to the pale moon of V. And for V, her unexpected attention must have been as surprising as waking up one morning to see the sun rising in the west.
“If you loved her,” I said, “then why did you let her . . . ?” A memory of Valerie rose up in my mind—her sitting in the plastic chair next to the hospital window—and I couldn’t finish.
“I hated what he did to her—”
“What you all did to her,” I interrupted. “Zero Hour wasn’t a one-man band, after all.”
V grimaced. “I know. And I take full responsibility for my part in what happened. That’s why I’m trying to make it right.”
“Then why don’t you? I thought the whole point was that you guys could go back and change things. Make things the way you wanted them to be. Someone else certainly has been exercising his power, reshaping things however he wants.”
V sighed and looked down at his hands. “It’s not that easy—”
“Why did you bother to come to the café today?” I demanded. “You show up, spin some tale, tell me you’re in love with my friend, and what? You’re going to leave without giving me any answers? What was the point?”
“The point is that Zo deserves to die for what he did.” The words slid from his mouth like oil. “For what he made me do.” He finally looked up and met my eyes. I recoiled at the hardness I saw there, the pitilessness. “And I need your help to kill him.”



Chapter 15
Natalie whistled low, under her breath. “Okay, this conversation is officially over. I don’t have a clue what you guys are talking about, but killing someone is out of the question.”
I couldn’t look away from V’s dark eyes. Conflicting emotions stormed through me. Instinct said no, with horror, but my anger leaped at the chance to say yes.
“I thought you guys couldn’t be killed,” I said slowly. “I thought that was one of the benefits of having gone through the door a second time.” I nodded at the gold bands around V’s wrists, winking from the dark cave of his sleeves. They were identical to the ones I’d seen wrapped around Zo’s arms.
“The only person who can kill a master of time is another master of time,” V said.
“So why do you need my help? You’re as strong as he is. Why don’t you do it yourself?”
V’s mouth turned down. He leaned forward, wrapping his hands around the posts holding up the headrest. “I’ve tried. More than once. But every time I get close, he slips away. I need you to help me get close to him. That’s all. Just a chance to get close to him.”
Natalie started the car. “Seriously, guys. We’re done talking about this.”
“I’d be the bait?” I asked in disgust.
“I’m the bait,” V said, shaking his head. “You’d be the trap.”
“What?”
“He’ll come for me, but he’ll stop for you. And when he does, then you can hold him in place.”
“And why would he come for you?” I asked, cautiously.
“Because he doesn’t take betrayal lightly,” V said, slumping back into his seat. “Especially from those he was close to.”
I knew that was the truth. The last person who had betrayed Zo had been Leo, and Zo had repaid him by implicating Dante in his traitorous conspiracy and sentencing them all to a trip through time.
“He’s hunting you, isn’t he? That’s why you wanted to leave Helen’s. It wasn’t because you were afraid for me. You were afraid for you.”
V looked out the window and pulled his sleeves down over his wrists. “You said I’m as strong as he is, but you’re wrong. I’m not. I don’t know if anyone is. Maybe if Tony was here, we’d have a chance to stop him together. But he’s gone and I don’t know where he is. I’ve tried to find him, but I can’t. I’m the only one left.”
I knew where Tony was, but I hesitated to tell V. There was nothing Tony could do to help. As it was, I’d be lucky to save Dante. No, I told myself. Don’t think that. You will save him. You will.
“What did you do?” I asked quietly.
V shrugged. “I told him no.”
“That’s all?”
“That was enough.” V sighed and ran his hand through his hair. “He has been targeting you—”
“Yeah, I noticed.”
“—and he wanted me to do something that would hurt you. To test my loyalty, he said. I said no. I walked away.”
My blood turned to ice. “Why would you do that for me? You hardly know me.”
V turned his dark eyes to me. “I didn’t do it for you. I did it for Valerie. She’s been talking to you, hasn’t she? Telling you stories?”
I nodded.
“He doesn’t like anyone telling his secrets. He told me to take care of it. He said he didn’t care what I did to her, just so long as she was unraveled from your timeline.”
Unraveled. The word sat in my mind, refusing to be shoved aside. Several threads had already been pulled out of the tapestry of my life: Hannah, Dad, Jason. Even Dante was coming loose, fraying at the edges as the darkness between doors closed in around him. Valerie may not have been the strongest thread, but her life didn’t deserve to be unraveled just because she was my friend.
When V spoke again, his voice was surprisingly gentle. “I didn’t want to hurt her again. I couldn’t. And now that I’ve walked away from Zo, he’s punishing me by keeping me away from her. I can’t reach her even though all I want is to see her, talk to her, tell her . . .” V met my eyes again. “Please, Abby. I can’t do this alone.”
I could see it so clearly then: Zo was working to isolate me. His efforts had been focused on making changes that would take people away from me, divide me from those who might help. He needed me alone and vulnerable.
He wasn’t going to get it.
I reached for Natalie’s hand. I still had her on my side. And Leo. And Dante—once we broke him out of prison. And with V defying Zo’s wishes, it meant I still had Valerie with me. Plus, V had come looking for me, asking for my help. It was starting to look like Zo might be the one left alone and vulnerable.
Zo had been running free for too long. If V had a plan to trap him, stop him, then now might be the best time to make a stand.
“I have as much reason to hate him as you do—maybe more—so I’ll make you a deal,” I said slowly. “I’ll do what I can to arrange a meeting between you and Valerie.”
“And?” V asked, both hope and hesitation in his voice. “What do you want me to do?”
“I want you to build me a new door for the time machine.”
“What? Are you crazy?”
“I have the plans. But the building schedule is on a strict timeline and I need you to figure out how to get it built now. Not in two months. Not in two weeks. Now.”
V shook his head. “I’m not sure that’s possible—”
“Zo doesn’t seem to be letting something as trivial as the impossible stop him from doing what he wants.”
V flinched, his expression etched with anger.
“It’s simple. You help me with the door and I’ll help you with Valerie.”
“And Zo,” V added. “You’ll get me close enough so I can kill him.”
“It’s in everyone’s best interests for him to be stopped,” I replied diplomatically. Stop him, yes. Trap him, yes. Help to kill him? As angry as I was with Zo, as sweet as my hate for him tasted, I didn’t think I would be able to do that. I didn’t want to be the kind of person who could.
A grin spread across V’s face. He held out his hand to me, the gold chains bright against his flushed skin. “Deal,” he said.
I slipped my hand into his, abruptly remembering Leo’s hand matching mine, Dante’s hand caressing mine, Zo’s hand capturing mine, and I wondered if I was doing the right thing.
“Deal,” I repeated.
***
I offered to have Natalie drop V off somewhere, but he shook his head. “I can get where I’m going easier than you can,” he said as he got out of the car. “I’ll be in touch.”
He waited on the curb as Natalie pulled the car away. I watched him in the side mirror as he turned and began crossing the parking lot. Somewhere between the light post and the far edge of the building, he simply disappeared.
The air where he had been rippled ever so slightly—if I hadn’t been watching for it, I would have missed it—and deep in my inner ear I heard the shivering chimes of time ring. The barriers between the river and bank were thinning; there was no doubt about it.
I glanced at Natalie to see if she had noticed V’s unusual departure, but she kept her eyes fixed on the road, her hands wrapped so tightly around the steering wheel that her knuckles turned white.
“Who was that guy?” she said, more of a demand than a question. When I hesitated, she whipped her head toward me. “You promised me the truth. What have you dragged me into?”
I touched Dante’s locket around my neck. I was starting to wonder the same thing. Drawing in a deep breath, I tried to think of how best to answer Natalie. She’d asked for the truth, not knowing how impossible it would be to believe. But I’d made her a promise, and I needed to honor it, no matter what.
“His name is Vincenzio, but we all call him V.”
“We?” Natalie asked. “Who’s we?”
“Me. Valerie. His friends, Zo and Tony.”
“The Tony who’s missing and the Zo he wants to kill? Some friends.”
“Well, they used to be friends.”
Natalie was quietly skeptical.
I forged ahead, trying to explain. “You call him that too. You’ve met him before, actually.”
“I’ve never seen him before today,” Natalie protested.
“Well, see, that’s the thing. It was a different you who met him.”
To Natalie’s credit, she didn’t slam on the brakes and kick me out of the car. Instead, she said calmly, “Go on.”
So I told her. Everything. I told her about the time
 machine, about Zo and Tony and V and what they had done to Valerie, about Leo and the Dungeon. I told her about the river of time and the bank that paralleled it. About the door I’d opened and the choices I’d made. I told her how I fell in love with Dante.
Natalie was quiet through the whole story. She didn’t look at me once but simply drove through the streets, retracing our path back home.
We pulled up in front of my house. My throat hurt from all the words that had poured out of me. I clenched and unclenched my hands in my lap, twisting my fingers into knots. Was it too much? Was it too unbelievable? Had I alienated an ally I could ill afford to lose?
Natalie finally turned to face me. Her eyes were clear and steady. “It’s crazy,” she said. “All of it.”
I felt my heart shrivel and tighten.
“I don’t know if I can believe it.”
Swallowing, I waited in silent hope.
“But I’ve never known you to lie to me before,” she continued slowly. She brushed the hair out of her eyes and shook her head. “I don’t know, Abby. This . . . this is a lot to think about.”
I felt tears in my eyes, grateful that Natalie hadn’t rejected my story outright. The hope grew until it crowded out everything else.
“I know,” I said quietly. “And it’s okay if you can’t believe me right now. Just promise me that you will think about it. And if there is any way you think you might be able to believe me, I’d really appreciate it.”
“I’ll try,” she said.
I loved her for those two words. For taking that leap of faith and trusting that what I said was the truth. For being willing to at least hear me out.
“Thank you.” I reached over and gave her a hug. “Thank you so much.”
Natalie hugged me back. “No promises, but I’ll try.”
“Hey, I’ll take it,” I said with a grin.
“You owe me lunch, you know.” Natalie sat back in her seat, returning my smile. “That V guy interrupted a perfectly good meal.”
“I’ll make it up to you,” I promised. “Plus dessert.”
Natalie tilted her head to the side. “So about Dante. He’s real, right? I mean, you’re really in love with him?”
My heart was full with too many memories and moments to detail how deeply I felt, so I simply nodded and whispered, “Yes. I am.”
“When can I meet him?”
“Soon,” I said, feeling the dry heat of uncertainty pass over me. “I hope.”
The front door to my house opened and I saw my mom step out onto the porch. Even from the car, I could see how red her eyes were.
“Thanks again,” I said to Natalie, my hand on the door handle. “For everything. I’ll see you soon, okay?” I climbed out of the car and waved as Natalie drove away.
Turning toward my house, I ran up the stairs and into my mom’s open arms.
As she folded me into her embrace, I was grateful that,
 despite the many things that had changed in my life, there were some things that remained constant.
***
After a belated meal with my mom, and my constant reassurance that I was okay, that everything was fine, that I was sorry for having acted so strange and run away, I made my way up to my room, my thoughts crowded and thick. I deliberately avoided Hannah’s room; I didn’t think I could handle another look at the oddly sterile guest room that should have been alive with my sister’s life.
Collapsing on my bed, I didn’t even bother to question my next move. I knew what I wanted, or rather who I wanted.
Dante.
I didn’t think it was possible to ache so deeply for another person. And as much as I wanted to see him, to touch him, I would have given anything to just hear the sound of his voice again. Was that too much to ask? Just one small breath, an exhalation, even. That’s all it would take to say my name. Longing for him was a physical pain, a moving knot of nerves and raw emotion that seemed to travel at will inside me, flaring up at unexpected times. Like now.
I pressed my hands to my eyes, welcoming the darkness that rolled over me.
“Dante.” I whispered his name, just to feel it on my lips. I conjured his face in my mind, just to see his smile.
I felt the world shift around me and dropped my hands
 in surprise. It had only taken an instant and I was on the dream-side of the bank, standing on my small island while the river churned in endless ripples and waves. The sky overhead was flat black. Out of the corners of my eyes I could see the glimmer of distant stars, though they disappeared when I looked directly at them.
My stomach dropped. Worry rubbed my mind like an itch. Usually I had come here because I had intended to. Only once before had it been a surprise. And what a surprise it had been.
But this time the transition had been almost immediate. I hadn’t had to work at it at all. I hadn’t been dreaming, or even sleepy. Had the barriers between my dreams and my life started to crumble as quickly as the bank was crumbling beneath my feet? I had been worried about not being able to come back. Perhaps I should have been worried about coming back too many times.
“Hello?” I whispered, wondering whose voice I would hear in reply. If I had to be here, I didn’t want Zo to be with me; I wanted Dante.
You came back. His soft voice drifted from behind me, curling over my shoulder like smoke.
“Of course I came back,” I said. “Did you think I wouldn’t?”
I hoped you would come. I prayed to be able to talk to you one more time. But I didn’t dare to believe . . . Dante’s whispering voice lifted along the curve of my neck. Oh, Abby. My angel.
I could imagine him standing behind me, his head close to mine. I could almost feel the heat from his mouth next to my ear.
Here in the darkness, all I want to see is your face. It’s so good to hear your voice and know you are close. He breathed a laugh. I’ve had so many conversations with you I’ve lost count.
“Oh?” I reached out my hand through the rippling air, searching for contact. “And what have we been talking about?”
He caught my hand and lifted it to his lips. I told you about how we once walked the hills outside the villa where I grew up. It was summertime and the ground was covered with a blanket of wildflowers. I took your hand and we raced the sun over the green hills. You picked a flower for me and I tucked it into your hair. Later, we sat under the shade of a tree and you laid your head in my lap and I told you stories until you fell asleep.
Dante’s voice painted the scene so clearly that I could almost smell the heavy fragrance of flowers in my hair, on my skin.
I told you about the night I first met you and how seeing you lit up my life like the sunrise. I told you about da Vinci and his workshop. I told you my dreams—though they were all the same dream in the end.
“What dream was that?” The familiar coldness began creeping up my arm, but I simply held onto Dante’s hand tighter.
This one. The one where you come to me and set me free.
“Well, I can’t set you free quite yet. But I know how. I have a plan to bring you home.”
Home. I hardly know what that means anymore. Dante sighed and the air around me shivered. Is it the villa outside of Florence in the days before Orlando left for war? Is it the corner of da Vinci’s studio, when I sketched alone until dawn, lost in my work? Or is it the small apartment in the Dungeon where I learned from Leo how to start a new life?
“It’s all of them,” I said. “Home can be more than one place, you know. More than one time.”
No, Dante said with quiet strength. Home is wherever you are.
A wave of warmth lifted my heart in my chest, washing through me, threatening tears.
You are my constant, Abby, Dante said, the cold from his hand flashing across my cheek as he traced the features of my face. You are my North Star. I can always find you. No matter how dark it is, I can close my eyes and point directly to you. His words were soft and low. I feel like I’ve been cut adrift. But when I’m with you, I feel like myself again. I’m whole. I can rest. I need you, Abby, he whispered. I want to be where you are.
I felt a breath of coldness against my lips the moment before he kissed me.
No matter what, he breathed into my ear, I will find a way to come home to you.
I twined my fingers with his, pressing my palm flat against his. “I miss you, Dante. I miss hearing your laugh. I miss turning around and seeing you standing there. I miss feeling so safe when you’re with me.” The tears spilled over, and with them came all the words I’d been holding in for so long. The words I couldn’t say to anyone but Dante. “I’ve been trying to be brave and strong while you’ve been gone—”
You are brave—
“But it’s been getting harder and harder to hold on to my memories and to what I know to be true when I feel so alone.”
You’re not alone. You have your family—
I interrupted him with a bitter laugh. “No, I don’t. Not anymore. That’s the thing. Zo has taken them. He’s redirected the river and erased my dad and my sister from my life. Jason’s gone too. Zo’s changed everything.”
Oh, Abby—
“They’re gone, Dante,” I whispered. “Just . . . gone. But I remember them. How is it possible that I remember someone I never met?”
I wanted more than anything to be able to feel Dante’s arms around me, but though the barriers between us were thinner, they were still strong. The best I could hope for was what little we already had: our palms pressed together and the sound of his voice in my ear and his kiss.
“I told Natalie about you and the time machine and she might decide to believe me about the whole crazy mess—”
She’s your friend. She’ll believe you.
“She might, but she might not, and then what?”
Have you talked to Leo?
“Yeah, I have.” I sighed. “Leo thinks he might know a way to help stop the changes to the river, but I don’t know if it will work. And even if it does, I don’t know if it will help bring anyone back. Dante, what if I can never get my family back? What if I’ve lost them forever?”
Dante squeezed my fingers so tightly that I felt the pressure despite the glove of numbness that covered my hand. Don’t say that. Don’t think like that. You told me that together we could do anything—even the impossible. Well, this is just a little more impossible than it was before, but we can fix this, Abby. We will. Together. I promise. Don’t let the darkness of doubt take hold of you. Trust me.
My tears slowed, finally stopping.
Now, tell me your idea to bring me home.
“I think if we modify the plans you left me, we can open the door to where you are and you can come home.”
Dante was quiet for a long time.
He let go of my hand and I pulled it back through the veil separating us. I shook my fingers, hoping to drive some warmth back into my fingertips. Wiping away the remains of my tears from my eyes with my other hand, I breathed in his silence. I loved the stillness that surrounded him whenever he was deep in thought. It reminded me of a hunting lion: all the energy was on the inside, coiled tight, until it was time, and then suddenly he would spring into action, never looking back.
Yes, he finally said. Yes, that could work. I think I see where to make the modifications, but you’ll need help. Oh, but you said Jason was gone . . .
“V will help me.”
What?
I told him about my conversation with V and how he had chosen Valerie over Zo. “V and I made a deal. He’ll help me with the door and I’m arranging for him to see Valerie again.”
Can you trust him?
I thought back to the look in V’s eyes when he told me he loved my friend. “Yes,” I said simply, “I can. I have to.”
Dante was quiet for a moment. All right. That’s good. Then here’s what we need to do.
As Dante walked me through the modifications that would need to be made to the blueprints, I closed my eyes to help me focus on his words. I would have to remember every step, every change, and write it down the moment I could. I didn’t want to make a single mistake. I didn’t dare.
When he was finished, he made me repeat the steps back to him to make sure I hadn’t missed anything.
Good, Dante said. You can do this. Remember—do what you have to do. Change what has to be changed.
“And come back when I can,” I finished. “I remember. I told V we had to build this now. We can’t wait until the first day of summer. We don’t have time to lose. You don’t have any time to lose.”
I’ll be fine, Dante said, but I heard the hesitation in his voice. Don’t worry about me.
“I can’t not worry about you.”
You’re sweet, he said with a lightheartedness I knew he didn’t feel. Then he sighed. I don’t know the answer, Abby. I can’t see how to get around the timeline. The schedule for building the machine is almost as important as the machine itself. The sequence is established for a reason. It’s a ritual wrought with power. Maybe once you have the plans in front of you, you’ll be able to see a solution. Something I can’t see here in the dark.
“I’ll find a way,” I said. “I won’t let the darkness take you.”
I know.
“I won’t let Zo take you either,” I added.
I know. But you don’t have to worry about that. Yes, there are dangers here in the darkness, but Zo isn’t one of them.
I frowned, remembering the whispered conversation I’d overheard at the café. “But I heard him talking to you . . .”
I promise you, Zo hasn’t contacted me or Tony.
“Tony is still with you? That’s good.”
Dante hesitated, letting the silence spin out between us.
“Please tell me Tony is okay,” I said quietly.
Ice lined the silence, waiting for one of us to crack it open with our words.
Tony is gone, Dante said, his voice as soft as a breeze and as quick to disappear. At least he wasn’t in pain
anymore. There at the end.
“Are you sure?” I covered my face with my hands. V’s word returned to me—unraveled—and I shuddered. I hadn’t known Tony well, but no one deserved to dissolve into darkness, lost and alone.
No. But that’s what I tell myself.
I could feel the edges around me thin as I started to lose my hold on the dream. “Dante,” I said, my voice suddenly fierce, “the stories you told to me under the tree? Do you remember them?”
I remember everything about you.
“The next time I see you, I want you to sit with me under a tree and I want you to tell me all your stories,” I said. “Every last one.”
I would love to. Dante laughed a little. Though that might take some time.
“Once you are out of the darkness, you can have all the time you want, forever.”
Forever might not be long enough.
“Then we’ll just have to see what’s on the other side of forever, won’t we?”
It’s a date, Dante said. And Abby?
The dream was fading fast. I could see the outline of my bedroom door, the desk, the window, emerging through the black shadows of the dreaming bank.
I love you, Abby.
I opened my eyes, not at all surprised to find tears on my face and my hand reaching out.
“I love you too, Dante,” I whispered.



Chapter 16
Here are the rules,” I said to V, folding my hands over the binder containing the modified copy of the blueprints. It had taken me two days to annotate the plans—well, actually it had only taken me a couple of hours to mark the modifications Dante had told me to make, but it had taken me a day to get a message to V and another day waiting for him to show up. Some people had no concept of time anymore.
I had also taken the time to make a copy of the blueprints. Just in case. I didn’t want to risk losing the instructions Dante had passed along to me. I had locked a set in my desk drawer and brought the second set to meet with V.
It was more crowded at the Sugar Shoppe than at Helen’s Café, but, given Zo’s increased attention to what V called “lodestone locations” and V’s paranoia, we couldn’t go there. Luckily, we were able to snag a back table, so at least we had some measure of privacy.
V leaned forward, the sleeves of his army jacket pushed up to his elbows. He wore leather cuffs around his wrists to hide the gold bands. His dark hair fell over his serious eyes as he nodded his understanding.
“First,” I said, “you have to follow these plans exactly. No variation. No liberties. No shortcuts.”
“I will.”
“Second, you can’t tell anyone what you’re doing.”
“Obviously.”
“Third, once you’re done, I’ll arrange a visit for you with Valerie.”
V’s smile softened the square angles of his face. “Good.”
I took a deep breath, knowing what I had to say next and wondering at what had happened in my life that had led me to be able to say such impossible words. “Last rule: you’ll have to go back to March so you can start building the door on the first day of spring.”
“What?” V’s smile collapsed into a frown and his whole body stiffened with tension.
I looked around, for once grateful for the crowds around us. The noise was loud enough that no one was paying any attention to us. “The door has to be built on a strict timeline and it has to be started on the first day of a season—though, luckily, it doesn’t matter which one.”
“The first day of summer is coming up, why not—”
I shook my head, cutting him off. “That’ll be too late. The door takes months to build and I need it done now.” I shrugged. “There’s no other way, V. Believe me, I’ve looked. If you want my help, then you have to do things my way.”
He leaned back against the chair and folded his arms across his chest.
“What’s the problem? I thought you did this traveling thing all the time now.”
“I do. But . . .”
I drew my eyebrows together in confusion. “But what?”
He sighed in obvious frustration. “Zero Hour first played at the Dungeon on January fifteenth, remember?”
“How could I forget?” I said dryly.
“That was the day our timelines intersected with yours.”
“So?”
V set the edge of his hands on the table, about a foot apart. “So, we can’t travel to any point between January fifteenth and the day when we went through the door the second time.”
“Why not?”
“Because you won’t let us.”
Now it was my turn to lean back and fold my arms across my chest. “Excuse me?”
V shook his head, struggling with his words. “Okay, look.” He moved his knife to the center of the table. “Here’s the river, right?” He grabbed the straw from his water glass and the one from mine. Laying a straw on either side of the knife, he said, “And here’s the bank.” He picked up his paper napkin and tore a small circle out of it, holding it up before me. “This is you.” He placed the paper circle on the knife. “And this is you on your little island that protects that portion of the river. We can move all around that island, but not right there. We can get close to you, to your specific timeline, but we can’t get to any point that you’re protecting.” He shrugged. “I can’t go back to March.”
I put my head in my hands. What V said made a sort of sense. The changes that had happened in my life had all happened before Zero Hour had entered my timeline. The events Zo had been changing had happened far back in my past, though they resulted in large changes downstream in my
 present. Perhaps that’s what he meant when he said things would have been different if he had met me first. Perhaps if he had, he would have had access to my entire timeline, including the part of the river I was somehow protecting from his touch.
So how could I allow V access to that part of the river without opening the door to Zo as well?
I studied his makeshift diagram, trying to figure out a solution. It was hard to think. I knew from my dreaming trips that the bank was crumbling, that the river had twisted. It didn’t look like the same place anymore—
And then, all at once, I saw the answer. The way out.
V looked at me with sad eyes. “I’m sorry, Abby. I wish I could help—”
I pulled out my cell phone and punched in a number.
“Who are you calling?” V asked.
“Leo,” I said shortly. He picked up on the second ring.
“Abby?” he said.
“Hi, Leo.” I picked up the paper island from the blade of the knife and rubbed it between my fingers. “I need you to meet me at the Sugar Shoppe in”—I checked my watch—“one hour. Can you do that?”
“Of course. Is something wrong?”
“No, nothing’s wrong. I just need a favor.” I snapped the phone shut and pinned V with a hard stare. “You said you would do anything to make things right.”
V nodded. “If I can, I will.”
“Good.” I swept aside the knife and the straws with the flat of my hand. Then I pushed the binder across the table to him. “You have one hour to memorize these plans—every step. Everything.”
V wrapped his thick fingers around the binder. “Then what? I told you, I can’t go back to March—”
“Maybe not directly. But you can go to the bank. And you can take me with you.”
***
I paced in front of V, who leaned up against a tree trunk outside of the building, the binder propped open on his bent knees. He wasn’t happy about the idea of taking me to the bank, but since my answer to every one of his questions was to point to the binder and remind him that he had less than an hour left, he stopped asking questions and started studying.
Checking my watch, I scanned the parking lot. V had less than five minutes now, if Leo was on time, and he was always on time.
“This is amazing,” V said, turning a page. “And you say Dante designed this?”
“Da Vinci designed it. Dante just made the modifications.”
“Still.” V tapped the papers with his finger. “It’s incredible. It’s so complicated it’s a wonder it worked at all.”
I stopped my pacing and slanted a look down at him. “But it did, didn’t it?”
“Yeah,” he said quietly. “It did. And you want me to build one for you? Why?”
I sat down next to him. The binder was open to the last page—the drawing of the heart-shaped locket. “Long story short: Dante didn’t make it through the second door like you did. Building this will bring him home.” I felt V’s eyes on me and turned my head to meet his gaze. “You reunite me with Dante, and I’ll reunite you with Valerie.”
“But it’s dangerous—building another machine.”
“I know,” I said. “But it’s more dangerous not to.”
V was quiet for a moment. “How do you know I won’t run back to Zo and tell him what I’ve learned?”
I studied his dark eyes. “I don’t,” I said honestly. “But I trust you’ll do the right thing. For Valerie’s sake if not your own.”
V tilted his head. Then he reached out and touched my hand. “I’m sorry,” he said softly. “For everything. For bringing all this uncertainty into your life.”
I smiled at him, though it felt a little crooked on my face. “You’re sweet. I can see what Valerie liked about you.”
“Abby?” Leo stepped up to join us in the shade of the tree. “Are you all right?”
Standing up, I brushed at my pants and dusted my hands together. “I’m great. Thanks for coming.”
V closed the binder and stood by my side. “Leo.” He nodded his head respectfully in greeting.
“Vincenzio,” Leo replied, looking wary and confused.
“Okay, here’s the plan,” I said, clapping my hands together. “The three of us are going to the bank. I’ll help V drop back into the river in March so he can build the door for Dante, and then you, Leo, will help me back so I don’t get stuck in time. Everybody ready?”
V and Leo looked at me with alternating expressions of horror and incredulity.
Leo found his voice first. “No,” he said. “That’s insanity. I won’t let you do this—”
V chimed in. “I’ve never taken anyone to the bank. What if it doesn’t work?”
“Dante would never forgive me if I let you come to harm,” Leo continued.
I held up my hands and both men fell silent. “You both promised you’d help me. Well, this is how you can.” I lifted the binder from V’s unresisting hands and wrapped my arms around it. “Now, let’s stop standing around and get moving.” I looked from V to Leo. “Please.”
Leo sighed, frowning. “I’m not happy about this.”
“I know,” I said. “But it’ll be over before you know it. Trust me.”
“Do we have a choice?” V growled.
I smiled. “Nope.”
***
Leo drove the three of us to the ruins of the Dungeon. As another lodestone location, I knew it was a risk going there—V worried that Zo would take note of our presence and figure out what we were doing—but the Dungeon was where I had done most of my traveling to the bank, and I hoped it would ease the transition if we at least started in a familiar place.
The yellow caution tape still roped off the area, and the twisted metal still jutted up from the ashes like teeth. I glanced at Leo, who surveyed the lot with obvious pain in his eyes. I touched his arm and smiled at him, hoping to offer some small measure of comfort.
I ducked under the tape and walked to where the bar had once been. V and Leo followed, their unhappiness as thick as the dust in the air.
“This will do,” I said.
“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” V asked, walking behind me.
“No,” I admitted, “but stranger things have happened.”
Leo folded his arms, scowling. “Why do you have to go? Let V and me do what needs to be done, and you stay here where it’s safe.”
“It’s not safe anywhere anymore,” I said. “Besides, you can’t do what I can. What I need to do there.” I touched Leo’s arm. “There’s no time to try anything else. I have to do whatever it takes to set Dante free.”
Leo held my gaze for a long time, and I saw a wealth of emotions run through his face. Finally, he uncrossed his arms and nodded. “For Dante,” he said low.
I slipped my hand into his and held out the binder to V. “Are you ready, V?”
He took the binder and nodded.
“What do I do?” he asked me under his breath, a note of nervousness in his voice. “Last time Zo did all the work . . .” He trailed off.
I smiled reassuringly at V. “Don’t worry. All you have to do is go to the bank like you always do. I’ll just be tagging along this time.”
I took V’s free hand with mine. Breathing deeply, I closed my eyes and thought about thinning the edges between here and there. I counted my heartbeats. I focused on the feel of my hands in Leo’s and V’s grip. I wanted to make it as easy for V as I could.
As I felt the pressure of V’s fingers tighten around mine, I turned to him. “Oh, and remember to kiss”—the world shifted—“me,” I finished.
I wondered how I had ever mistaken the dream-side of the bank for the actual bank. The pressure hit me like a rock, crushing me. My body felt tight like a knot and the vise pinched my lungs, stealing my breath. This was as bad as I remembered.
No, it was worse.
The midnight sky I’d seen in my dreams was an even darker black, oppressive and unrelenting. The crumbling bank sloughed under my feet like a shed skin.
The three of us stood on a small island in the center of the river. All around us the river bubbled and churned. I was used to seeing it flowing silver-white, filled with images and pictures, but now it was almost gray, and a murky film floated on the surface like sludge.
I freed my hands and turned V’s face toward me, frantic for relief. I pulled his head down and kissed him quickly. The pressure of the bank eased up and I relaxed as much as I ever could in that place.
“This was a bad idea,” Leo said next to me, a hard pain drawing a line across his forehead. His lips thinned into a tight frown.
“Maybe, but it worked,” I said with relief. “We’re here on my island.”
“What happened?” V asked, looking around and down at the chunk of bank beneath our feet. “The river’s not supposed to be here.” He pointed into the distance on his right. “It’s supposed to be over there.”
“Zo happened,” I said shortly. I wondered if the bridge would appear like it had the last time I had been on the bank, but there was nothing to disturb the flat expanse all the way to the horizon. Maybe since the original door had been destroyed, the bridge was gone too. I wondered if that was a good or a bad thing.
“Let’s hurry.” A muscle jumped in Leo’s jaw as he looked at the polluted river. “I don’t want you to be here any longer than you absolutely have to.”
I felt the same way.
“This is bad,” V said. “If Zo did this . . .”
Turning to V, I took a deep breath. “You said that you were blocked from entering the river at any point since January, right? You were denied direct access to my timeline.”
“Is that what this island is?” Leo asked me. “Are you protecting this part of the river?”
“I think so,” I said. “That’s why we had to come to the bank together.” I smiled at V. “You brought me to the bank, but I brought you to my island. And now that you’re here, you’re part of my timeline. Do you see? This island is the key that unlocks the door to my timeline. And when you step back into the river, you should be able to access last March without any problem.”
Leo placed his hand on my shoulder and turned me around. “Are you sure about this, Abby? I mean, are you sure you want to allow him access to your past like this?”
“Yes, Leo. I’m sure. I know it’s a risk, but no greater than the other risks I’ve taken. And if I have to make hard choices, I want to make the choice that will bring Dante back to me.”
Leo glanced over my shoulder at V. “What if he does something—?”
“I won’t,” V said, his back straight and steel in his eyes. “I promised Abby if she could get me to March, I would build her the door. We had a deal.”
“It’ll be okay, Leo,” I said quietly. “We can trust him.”
“When you go back,” Leo said to V, “you’ll be dealing with overlapping timelines. I don’t have any idea what will happen with two of you in the river at the same time, so make sure you stay out of everyone’s way—especially your own. Don’t talk to anyone. Don’t do anything except build the door, and don’t build it where anyone will find it.”
“Where do you suggest?” he asked. “It’s a pretty big machine. It’s not like I can work on it just anywhere.”
The three of us looked at each other for a moment.
And then I asked almost casually, “Leo, did the Dungeon have a basement?”
“Yes, but—” He stopped and shook his head. “No. Not there. We’ll think of somewhere else.”
“Why not, Leo? It’s perfect.” I counted the points off on my fingers. “It’d be secluded and private. No one from Zero Hour ever went down there, did they?” I turned to V for confirmation and he shook his head. “There’d be enough space for the structure, right? And when V’s done, we’ll know right where the door is.”
Leo frowned. “What about the noise? No matter how good you are, no one could build a machine like that without drawing some attention.”
“The Dungeon was a noisy place, especially on Friday nights,” I pointed out. “And what about all those days when the Dungeon was closed, or when you and Dante were on the bank? I bet there would be plenty of downtime when V could make as much noise as he wanted and no one would notice.”
“What about supplies?” Leo countered. “Not only will you have to gather all the equipment and supplies, but you’ll have to smuggle them into the basement without my knowledge.”
“Do you still have the keys to the Dungeon?” I asked Leo.
“Of course.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew a key ring, displaying the small silver keys on his palm.
“What if you gave V the key to the basement?” I asked, eyeing the keys thoughtfully. “Then he could come and go as he pleased.”
“It’s not a bad idea,” V said. “As long as I stay out of your way, I should be able to get it done.”
“But that’s just the thing,” Leo said, shoving the keys back into his pocket. “How can V build it in the basement if the version of me from March didn’t know anything about it? I was down in the basement at least once a week. If he goes back, if he does this, I would have known about it because I would have discovered him there. There’s no way around that fact.”
Once again the three of us looked at each other, searching for an answer.
“You’re right, Leo,” I said slowly, my brain churning through options and possibilities. “You would have known about it. You’d have to in order to keep it a secret.”
The blood drained from Leo’s face. “No, Abby, please.” His voice was ragged. “Don’t ask this of me.”
“What?” V asked, looking between me and Leo.
Leo spoke to V, but his eyes never left mine. “She’s suggesting that when you go back, you tell me what you’re doing. She’s suggesting that I help you build the door. And that I keep it secret from everyone. Including Dante. Including her.”
“What’s wrong with that? I could use all the help I can get,” V said. “And you’re good at keeping secrets. What’s one more?”
“Please, Leo,” I said quietly, searching his face. “I know you were unhappy that Dante gave me the plans. I know you were glad to see the door destroyed and that you hate the idea of me building another one. But, don’t you see? There’s no other way. I’ll lose him otherwise. We both will.”
After a timeless moment, his shoulders curved in surrender. I saw a deep, unbearable pain cross his face as though he were aging before my eyes. But we were on the bank, and I knew such things were impossible.
“Bisogna chiudere il cerchio,” he said in Italian. “Faró quello che é necessario.”
“Was that a yes?” I asked softly.
He nodded once.
I exhaled as best I could with the pressure of the bank weighing me down. “Good. Thank you, Leo.” I leaned up and kissed him gently on the cheek. “I’m sorry.”
The pain I thought was gone from his face returned tenfold and my heart ached to see such anguish.
Leo fixed his gaze on V, who straightened to attention like a soldier. “When you go back, find the night of March fourth. Dante had gone to visit Abby and give her that locket. I closed the Dungeon early. Knock on the back door. I doubt I’ll be glad to see you, but when you see me, tell me . . .” He swallowed and a note of emotion trembled in his voice. “Tell me that the lady of light has sent you. Tell me that it is time to honor my vow.”
My mouth opened in surprise, but Leo deliberately didn’t look at me.
“That should be enough to get you inside. What you do after that is up to you.”
V nodded. “The lady of light sent me and it’s time to honor your vow,” he repeated.
Leo was all business, his words coming fast and clipped. “If you’re there on the fourth, it should give you—us—plenty of time to gather the materials for the door and start construction on the twentieth. You can live in the basement; I’ll bring you groceries or something so you can stay hidden.” He raised an eyebrow in V’s direction. “You’ll be there almost two and a half months. Can you handle that?”
V squared his broad shoulders. “Absolutely. I’ll be fine.”
Leo looked down at me. “What about you?”
“What about me?” I replied.
“Are you ready?”
I looked from Leo to V and felt my own determination rise up like a flare. “I’m beyond ready.”
Stepping back, Leo gestured to the murky river in an invitation. “The river is yours, V.”
V stepped to the edge of the island and held the binder close to his chest. The space around him stilled and seemed to thicken.
I watched as a small gap appeared in the flow of the river, right beneath V’s toes. It looked as narrow as a thread of black ink, but it was enough.
V stepped back into the river and vanished, the air where he’d been standing rippling ever so slightly.
I exhaled, suddenly exhausted. It was done. Now it only remained to be seen if it worked.



Chapter 17
I watched as the thin thread of black widened and thickened, branching back upstream into my past like an unchecked virus. I shivered at the idea.
“Will you take me home now?” I asked Leo. I was tired of being on the bank and feeling like I had to fight for every breath. And the sooner I got back, the sooner I would know if my plan had worked. And the sooner Dante would be back.
As I turned to face Leo, I swayed and my knees threatened to buckle beneath me. My eyes suddenly refused to focus.
Before I toppled over into the river, Leo swept me up in his arms, cradling me to his chest like he had done on another night, so long ago.
I felt the vibrations of his voice in his chest more than I heard his words. “Rest, Abby. Rest and know the hardest part is done.”
Closing my eyes, I surrendered myself to the sound of Leo’s voice and the strength of his arms.
***
New memories pushed into my mind, shoving out the old ones. I could almost hear them shouting at me as they were reshaped, rerouted in my brain.
I remembered the night Dante gave me my locket, but now running parallel to that was a flash of another memory—somehow not entirely mine: V standing at the back door of the Dungeon, the streetlight sparking off the gold bands around his wrists.
I remembered all the Friday nights Dante and I danced at the Dungeon, but now woven into the pulsing backbeat were other memories of V laboring away beneath my feet. The door appeared in flashes, each one revealing more and more of the final shape. There was the tall, narrow frame. There was the long, straight tunnel, like a hallway with no windows. The carvings seemed to draw themselves as my memories unspooled in new pathways: the swirling nautilus, the rising tide. Circles, crescents, and stars. The hourglass emerged from the wood in one single, curved line.
I remembered the day Dante and I went to the Dungeon and discovered the hinge had been stolen, replaced with a fake by Zo. I saw Leo standing by the door, his arms full of groceries, his eyes as ferocious as a lion’s. But now I saw more: V sitting on a cot in the basement corner, a plate of food balanced on his crossed legs. A brass hinge next to his knee with a half-sun, half-moon circle already inscribed on the first prong. He leaned his head against the wall, looking out a rectangular window by the ceiling. A fading ray of sunlight touched his hair.
My memories shivered like chimes in the wind.
I remembered the night Zo came to the Dungeon looking for me—and how my whole world changed.
I remembered more: the bank, the door, saying good-bye to Dante.
And then fire consumed them all.
***
A hot wind blew ashes into my face. I opened my eyes, squinting in the bright light. I was lying on my side in the dirt, but I felt strangely energized, as awake and alert as if I’d slept a whole day away.
Leo knelt on the ground next to me, his hands pressed to his temples and a halo of electric blue fire fading around him like an afterglow.
I sat up and touched his arm. “Leo? Are you okay?”
He nodded and then winced. “I’d rather not do that again, if it’s all the same to you.”
“With luck, we won’t have to.”
Leo rubbed his eyes one last time and then lowered his hands. “It’s strange. I have all these new memories—and I know they’re new—but at the same time I know I’ve always had them,” he said.
“I know what you mean.” I put a hand to my forehead. “My head feels . . . full.”
“Is this how you felt when Zo changed elements of your life?”
“Not exactly. The other times were a lot more painful. Maybe it’s because I asked for it this time.”
“I guess that means V did his job.”
I looked around the rubble of the Dungeon. “Then where is the door?”
Leo pushed himself to his feet, dusting his hands off against his legs. The color started to return to his face. “Probably still in the basement. That’s where the fire started, after all.”
I paused, trying to remember if I had known that before now. My memories of that night were already fragmented, outlined mostly by color: red flames, yellow sparks, black shadows. “I thought you said Zo burned down the Dungeon,” I said, frowning.
“Zo did—the first time. But you’ve changed things. And this time V started the fire.”
“But why?” I asked, my memories fighting each other inside my mind, each one claiming to be the true one.
“Because you asked him to,” Leo said quietly. He didn’t look at me, but I heard the pain in his voice. “And so I let him.”
“I did?” I didn’t remember telling V anything of the sort. I told him to build the door, not burn down the Dungeon. But I also remembered sitting next to Jason on my back porch, watching him write a note in the margins of the plans. There had been something important about that note. Something worth remembering.
“You said the door had to be started on the first day of spring,” Leo said.
“Right.”
“And how long did it take V to build the door?”
“Eight weeks,” I said. “The plans were very specific about the timing.”
Leo smiled sadly. “So what happened eight weeks after the first day of spring?”
I thought back, counting the days, trying to line up the timeline with my spotty memory.
And then I knew.
My hand flew to my throat, clutching the locket around my neck.
Leo saw the motion and nodded. “That’s right. That was the night the Dungeon burned.”
“That was the same fire?” As soon as I asked the question, I answered it, the pieces clicking into place. “Of course it was. The last step in the process was burning down the door. The refiner’s fire.” I looked up at Leo in horror. I reached for his arm, feeling it tremble a little under my touch. “It was my fault the Dungeon burned down. I didn’t think about that when I told V . . . Oh, Leo, I’m so sorry.”
He covered my hand with his own. “It’s all right, Abby. I understand. Sometimes all we can do is what has to be done. And it had to be done. Bisogna chiudere il cerchio.”
“You said that before. What does it mean?” I asked. “What needs to be closed?” I recognized a few of the words from Dante’s lessons.
“The loop has to be closed,” Leo repeated.
“I don’t understand,” I said. “What loop?”
“Certain things have to happen because they have already happened. And if those things don’t happen one way, they have to happen another way.”
I knitted my eyebrows together. “I still don’t understand.”
Leo patted my hand again, looking me in the eyes. “You will.” He straightened his back, brushing his hands together, and somehow, in the process, let go of me altogether. “Now, shall we find the door that has cost us so much?” He offered me a gentle smile. “Shall we bring Dante home?”
I grinned in reply. “It’s about time.”
Leo led me across the blasted landscape to what would have been the far corner of the Dungeon’s back room. He scuffed away a mound of ash and dust with the toe of his shoe. A river of dirt broke free, pouring like a waterfall over the edge, and was swallowed up by the black hole in the ground.
I coughed into my elbow, covering my nose and mouth.
Stairs led down to the underground, and Leo tapped the first step with his foot. The top crust of soot broke away, exposing the crumbling and broken stone beneath.
Leo tested his weight on the step before turning and offering me a smile. “Be careful,” he said.
I nodded and followed him down. The air felt dry on my skin and still carried the faint smell of smoke. The staircase curved ever so slightly under my feet, and when I took those last few steps around the bend and saw what waited for me on the basement floor, I stopped entirely. My breath slipped out of me with an exhaled “Oh” of surprise and wonder.
There wasn’t much light filtering in from above, but there was enough.
V had indeed upheld his end of the bargain. The door he had built for me towered almost to the ceiling. It wasn’t as polished as Dante’s door, and the carvings were not quite as
 intricate or precise. But the wood was as black as night, scorched from the fire that had simultaneously consumed it and completed it.
Three gaping squares ran along the edge like missing teeth in a jaw.
I hurried forward, brushing past Leo, who waited at the foot of the stairs, his face turned away.
The hinge sat next to the door, the polished brass catching the available light and making it easy to see. The binder—now tattered and worn around the edges—leaned next to it. A note had been written in the gray ash on the floor in front of the door.
Your turn.
—V
A set of footprints headed away from the door, leaving two or three imprints in the dust before disappearing midstride. Apparently V hadn’t bothered to wait around once he had finished his task.
I picked up the hinge. The brass machine was just as I remembered it: the color, the designs, the weight. It even felt the same in my hands as I turned it over, smoothly pulling it open almost to its full length. The sound of metal on metal was loud in the quiet basement.
Leo gently picked up the binder from the floor. His hands shook.
I collapsed the hinge and cradled it in my arms. Returning to Leo’s side, I gave him a small hug. “Thank you,” I said. “I know it hasn’t been easy, but I couldn’t have done this without you. You’ve been a good friend to me. And a good brother to Dante.”
Leo paused, and then inclined his head toward the freestanding door that dominated the room. “Do you need any help?”
I shook my head. “I don’t think so. If V followed the plans, everything should be fine. I should be okay.” I hesitated. “But, if you wouldn’t mind, could you wait for me outside—just in case?”
“Of course,” Leo said with a quiet dignity. “I’ll wait as long as you need me to.”
“Thank you,” I said.
Leo stepped back and turned, one foot on the steps. “Good luck, Abby.” Then he climbed the stairs to the surface, leaving me alone.
Returning to the black door, I felt a bubble of excitement and anticipation lift inside me. The last time I had stood before a door like this with a hinge in my hands, I was saying good-bye. Not this time, though. This time there would be no farewells, there would be only a welcome.
I ran my fingers over the three holes in the door, the wood surprisingly smooth and cool under my touch. My eyes followed the lines of the spirals and stars carved onto the surface. The small heart with the keyhole was missing, but I hadn’t
 expected to see it. The key I held in my locket would only unlock the other side of the door. I focused on the sinuous curve of the two hourglass bulbs as they met in the center, separated by a narrow space.
I pressed my palm to the spot, feeling the rush of blood in my body that made my fingertips tingle. The only thing separating me from Dante now was a wooden door an inch thick.
I stepped back and extended the hinge to its full height. As the hinge clicked into place, I heard a chime deep inside my inner ear. The shivering note reverberated through me, rippling and turning on itself first in a harmony, then a melody, before rising upward on a high scale of music like a choir’s shout.
Warmth wrapped around the base of my spine and I closed my eyes, acting on instinct and memory.
The hinge fit into place without protest and, as the metal met the wood, the warmth inside me licked fire along my bones. The music fell into a familiar pattern, a recognizable cadence, almost like a voice calling out. The words reached me through the music.
Love . . . always . . .
I took a deep breath, feeling the swirling energy in my body coalesce into a diamond point of light behind my heart.
Abby . . . my love . . .
Opening my eyes, I pushed the door inward with a single shove.
A wall of darkness greeted me and a gust of hard, bitter-cold air filled the room. It was the same cold that I had felt when I’d reached out to Dante through the veil of my dreams, only this time it wasn’t just my hand that flashed to numbness but my entire body. I hissed in pain as a cracking cold snapped around me, icing my joints.
I managed to stumble back a few steps, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the door. My heart was loud in my ears. I counted each beat, thinking how each one would bring me closer to Dante.
The darkness in the door moved, flexing and pulsing as though someone on the other side was struggling to push through, but couldn’t quite break free.
This was the same devouring darkness that had unraveled Tony; I wasn’t going to let it do the same to Dante. Not when he was so close.
A portion from Dante’s last letter returned to me then: “Hold on to me, Abby, to my memory, to the time we spent together and the dreams of the future we shared. That way, a part of me will still be alive with you wherever—and whenever—we are.”
I summoned my best memories of Dante: seeing him walking down the auditorium aisle at school with snow in his hair; hearing his voice reciting poetry—both his own and that from classic literature; his arms curving around me in a protective embrace that made me feel like I was safe enough to be my best self. I recalled the countless conversations we’d had about our lives, our dreams, and our hopes. I pulled to the forefront of my mind each and every time he said my name.
The darkness seemed to thin a little, turning a lighter shade of black.
I focused on the memories of all the times when he had helped me, from the large ones—like protecting me from Zo—to the small, almost unnoticed moments—like when he offered me his coat to keep me warm or when he opened a door for me. I matched up each memory with a time when I had been able to help him, when I had made him laugh, or relax, or feel like it was safe to confide in me.
Our lives were intertwined. I would not let the darkness take him away again.
The black bled to gray—like smoke, like ice, like air—and then it was gone.
In its place, a white flare flashed. I raised my hand to block out the light from my eyes. Distantly, I heard the sound of the door closing. When it clicked shut, I gasped, feeling the cold release its hold on me. The music in my body hit one final note and then faded away as well.
Blinking the light-blindness from my eyes, I lowered my hand.
Dante di Alessandro Casella stood before me.
Time immediately slowed, stretching and expanding around me—around us—encompassing the enormity of the moment. In that singular breath of time, I opened myself to the emotions that roared through me, welcoming the recognition that ignited a fire in my mind and gave wings to my heart. The tears I tasted on my lips were sweet with joy.
He wore the same dark jeans and heavy boots he had worn the last time I had seen him all those weeks ago.
The differences were more noticeable. His tall frame seemed thinner, leaner than before, honed like a blade that could cut shadow from bone. His shirt, once smooth and tight across his shoulders, was wrinkled and hung loose over his chest, the sleeves rolled up over his forearms. His dark hair, once bright with curls, was dull and shaggy. The planes of his face were still as familiar to me as my own, but the angles of his cheekbones were more pronounced and the muscles in his jaw tighter. His eyes were the luminous gray of rain-slicked steel, and they glimmered with the knowledge of what lay beyond the darkness and the edges of time itself.
I felt a chill drape over me. This wasn’t the same Dante I had said good-bye to on the banks of the river. This man had survived the darkness and had emerged on the other side as a master of time. This man was a hunter, a predator with the taste of his quarry’s blood already in his mouth. It couldn’t be the same man who had told me he loved me, who had kissed me so tenderly and passionately—could it?
His hands hung by his side, and banded around his wrists were the same chains branded into his flesh that he had worn for so long, though now they had changed from matte black to shimmering gold.
I swallowed hard at the sight of him, feeling the first blushing touch of heat in the pit of my stomach. I had dreamed about Dante’s hands for months. His confident hands, flipping and spinning glass bottles behind the bar of the Dungeon. His strong hands, fastening a locket around my neck. His gentle hands, writing of his love to me in a letter I had memorized by heart.
It had been the touch of his hand that had kept us connected while we had been separated by darkness and dreams.
I had imagined so many times the moment when Dante’s hands would reach out to caress me again, and now that the possibility had become reality, the heat in my belly turned molten.
And when his soft, expressive mouth, able to communicate his emotions without a single word, smiled that small smile he reserved for me, I knew that behind the predator’s eyes lived Dante’s tender, artistic spirit and beneath the hunter’s skin beat Dante’s wildly passionate heart. The chill that had frozen me in place melted and I shifted my weight forward, propelling me a step in his direction.
Dante immediately held up his hand to stop me in my tracks.
“Abby,” he said, his voice raw with emotion, his eyes searching mine. He reached out his hand toward me, but stopped before he actually touched me; I could see the tremors running through his fingers. The light wreathed the gold around his wrists with a pale shimmer. “Is it really you?”
I had so many questions, but I swallowed them all. Dante’s focus was so intense that I felt the pressure of it inside me. He took a step closer and the tension in the air between us changed, suddenly filling with endless potential, limitless possibilities, and unspoken promises.
Dante began to circle around me slowly, drinking in the sight of me from all angles. I shifted a little, turning slightly to keep my face toward him. I wanted to see as much of him as I could too. To be so close to him and yet no closer was agony. Once again, I shifted my weight from my heels to my toes, ready to take that final step and be in his arms.
“No,” he said, his voice low in his throat. “Not yet. Wait.”
I closed my eyes, all my senses attuned to tracking his progress as he stepped closer to me in an ever-tightening spiral. I could feel him behind me, the heat from his body arcing to mine like lightning. A whisper of air breathed along the back of my neck, and the hairs on the backs of my arms lifted in response. I felt him curve around my right side, and I turned my face to follow him like a flower tracking the summer sun. He passed in front of me, and I caught his familiar musky scent. I heard the rustle of his clothes as he walked slowly and deliberately around me, close enough to touch, but still a world away.
Then I felt him lean down and I heard him whisper in my ear, “Mio angelo. You are even more beautiful than I remember. How is that possible?”
I shivered as much from the nearness of his lips to my skin as I did from the words. The darkness behind my eyes spun and I swayed, dizzy as though I had been the one spinning instead of standing still, caught in the vortex of his desire.
Dante stood behind me, his fingers lighting on the curve of my neck, his touch as delicate as a snowflake falling and as hot as lava. I bowed my head, inhaling quickly as the heat from his touch scorched through me. I felt him gently lift the chain of my silver necklace with his thumb. He brushed the tip of his finger over the brand that remained on my skin.
“This is new,” he said.
He followed the mark with his fingers as it curved around my neck and crossed the front of my collarbone. He paused for a moment, and I was sure he could feel the pounding of my heartbeat like the aftershocks of an earthquake. He slipped his hands back over my shoulders, pressing his palms flat against my shoulder blades. Then he placed a soft kiss on the nape of my neck where the clasp of the locket rested.
“I am sorry that holding my heart has brought you pain.”
I opened my eyes and turned quickly in his embrace to face him. I could see myself reflected in his dark, star-shaded eyes.
I couldn’t stand it any longer; I had to touch him. I pressed my body to his, cupping his face with my hands, my palms fitting naturally along his cheeks, his jaw. “It was worth it so long as I could keep your heart safe—keep you safe.”
Threading my fingers through his hair, I pulled him to me, finally claiming the kiss I had dreamed about since the black door had closed behind him on the bank.
I could tell he was surprised at my insistence, but only for a moment. Then his lips warmed beneath mine, shaping themselves to match mine, returning gentleness for my fierceness until I was finally convinced that he wasn’t a dream, that he wasn’t going to disappear into the darkness again, that the Dante I had been waiting for had truly and completely returned to me.
Pulling back a fraction of an inch, I smiled at him. “Welcome home,” I said. And then I kissed him again.



Chapter 18
Sometime later, I slowly felt the world stop spinning and start to return to normal.
Dante still held me close, his hands locked around the small of my back and his cheek pressed against the top of my head. “Grazie, Abby,” he whispered. “Thank you for keeping your promise.”
“How could I not? I’m just following your example.” I traced my fingers along the back of his neck. I loved the feel of his skin. All those months when he had held himself apart from me, afraid to touch me because he knew too much contact would upset his carefully controlled balance, and then the weeks when he’d been a voice in the darkness had been terrible. I was relieved to think that perhaps those times were behind us.
I tightened my grip. “It didn’t hurt you, did it? The darkness, I mean.”
A tremor ran through his body. “It didn’t want to let me go,” he said quietly. “Once Tony was . . .” He cleared his throat. “Once I was alone, it seemed to be worse. It was like, instead of an absence of time, there was a concentration of it. Almost like the process was accelerating.” He pulled me closer. “I’d forgotten how intense it could be.”
“I’m sorry about Tony,” I said, trying to focus on the good memories I had of him instead of the sound of his screams. “I wish I could have saved him, too.”
Dante leaned back to look at me, his eyes soft and warm.
“What?” I asked.
“Tony wasn’t your friend. You barely knew him, and what you did know about him wasn’t good. He brought pain into your life. And yet, you would have saved him like you saved me if you’d had the chance.”
“I would have tried,” I said, feeling a little embarrassed. “No one should be lost in the dark.”
“I was lost,” Dante said, his face serious. “There, at the end. I knew I couldn’t hold out much longer, and I didn’t want to go without a fight. Not when I knew you were fighting so hard to reach me.”
I bit my lip, remembering Valerie’s story about Dante searching in the dark. I knew now how close I had come to losing him forever.
“And then I found it. The door opened, and there you were, calling me out of the darkness into the light.” He gently traced his thumb across my cheek. “You were as bright as the sun. Seeing you there—it was like I could see your soul. It was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. You are the bravest person I know, Abigail Edmunds.” Leaning down, he kissed me, gently, intensely.
I felt the heat of his body next to mine as I kissed him back.
Sometime later, lost in the sweetness of his embrace, I almost missed it when Dante said my name.
“Abby?” Dante said again.
“Mm-hmm?” I leaned back a little, opening my eyes. A thrill ran through me at the sight of him. He was still here, really here. I hoped the thought would never get old.
“Um, where are we?”
“The basement of the Dungeon.”
“It looks like someone tried to burn it down.”
“Someone did.”
“Who?”
“This time it was V.”
“What?” Dante said, gently untangling himself from my embrace and taking a step back. “What do you mean ‘this time’?”
I sighed and surveyed the ruined room. “So much has happened since you’ve been gone, I don’t even know where to begin.”
“How about at the beginning?”
I looked up at him and grinned. “Once upon a time, there was a very smart man named Leonardo da Vinci and he built a time machine.”
Dante didn’t smile back.
“Okay, sorry.” I couldn’t help but be a little giddy. Dante was back. That thought filled my brain and made it hard to think about anything else.
“Abby, you said I was trapped in there for weeks. I need to know what’s been happening.” Dante rested his hands on my waist, holding me away from him.
Sighing again, I ran my hands down over his shoulders and his arms. “It’s a long story. I’d rather not get into it down here. Come on.” I clasped his hand in mine and tugged him toward the stairs.
We’d taken only a few steps when Dante stopped in front of the door, pulling me to his side.
He tilted his head back, looking up at the towering door. A shiver flashed through his hand; I could feel the sweat break out on his skin.
“V did a good job, didn’t he?” I said quietly. “It’s not as good as yours, of course, but it worked.”
Dante’s throat moved as he swallowed hard. “It shouldn’t have.”
“What?”
He squeezed my hand even tighter. “See this?” He pointed to a cluster of stars in the upper right-hand corner of the frame. “This is supposed to be the constellation for Aquarius, the water-bearer, but it’s missing a star in the pattern. And I don’t see the balance scales of Libra anywhere.”
“But what about the modifications you made? I told V exactly what you told me to do.”
Dante traced the patterns with his free hand, the gold around his wrist bright against the dark wood. His eyes scanned the door as though he could read the secrets written there. “This is good here. And this.” He lapsed into Italian, muttering under his breath. “But why did he do this?” His
 fingers jumped to another spot of stars and he exhaled in frustration, shaking his head. “A beginner’s mistake.”
“So, wait, if V didn’t build the door correctly, why did it work?” Anger and confusion warred inside me. I had trusted V; we had a deal. Had he betrayed me? Or was it what Dante had said: a beginner’s mistake? My mouth went dry at the thought that I’d blindly jumped into the unknown when so much was at stake.
“I don’t know.” Dante looked at me with gray eyes gone dark. “I think you made it work.”
I shook my head. “I didn’t do anything. I just wanted you back safe.”
Dante glanced from me to the door. “However it happened, I’m glad you did what you did.” He ran his hand down the spine of the hinge until he reached the center of the
 middle square. He pushed on a depression in the brass and the hinge released from the wood with a quiet click. Extracting it from the door, Dante deftly collapsed it back to its portable size. “I don’t think anyone else will try to use the door, but just in case . . .” He handed me the brass machine. “I’ll feel better knowing it’s in good hands.”
I held the hinge against my stomach, feeling the sharp edges with my fingers. I looked up at Dante’s serious, shadowed eyes, and I nodded, accepting the responsibility. I had helped in the creation of this door; in a way it was as much mine as the original had been Dante’s.
“I’ll take good care of it,” I said.
“I know you will,” Dante said. Then he smiled. “Now, can we get out of here? I can’t tell you how much I want to see the sun.”
“You did promise me that when you saw me, you’d sit with me under a tree and tell me all your stories.”
Dante grinned. “You know I always keep my promises.”
“I know you do.” I reached for his hand again, and this time nothing stopped us on our way up the stairs and into the light.
***
“Leo?” I called as I emerged from the basement, blinking in the sunshine. “Leo, it worked!”
Leo turned at the sound of my voice, hope replacing the worry on his face. His faded blue eyes were bright with unshed tears and he crossed the broken ground in four long strides, sweeping Dante into an embrace.
I stepped back as Dante wrapped his arms around Leo’s back and closed his eyes in relief. The lingering tension drained out of Dante’s body as he held tight to the man he thought of as his father. I knew Leo wasn’t Dante’s father, but he was family, and that was what mattered.
I thought about my missing family—my father and my sister—and I felt tears well up in my eyes. I let them fall, brushing them away with my free hand. I wondered if I would ever be able to embrace them again, or if they would be lost to me forever. Dante was back, but we were still a long way from stopping Zo and setting to right all that he had changed.
“I’m so glad you’re all right,” Leo said, holding Dante at arm’s length and looking him over.
Dante laughed. “I’m fine, Papa. I’m fine.”
Leo slapped him on the back and pulled him in for one last hug. “Benvenuto,” he said. “Benvenuto, caro.”
“What happened here?” Dante asked, stepping back and brushing his hand across his eyes. He looked around the wasteland. “Abby said V burned down the Dungeon?”
Leo nodded. “It’s complicated.”
“That’s what Abby said.” Dante put his arm around me, pulling me close.
I leaned against his side, grateful for his strength. The intense emotions were catching up to me and I felt a wave of exhaustion wash through me.
Dante noticed. “Perhaps we should go somewhere else to talk about it. Someplace Abby can sit down.”
“Of course,” Leo said, a concerned line creasing his forehead.
He led us back to his car parked beside the curb, and Dante helped me into the backseat. He slipped into the seat next to me and wrapped his hand firmly around mine.
I rested my head against his shoulder, closing my eyes as he gently brushed my hair away from my face. It felt so good to be close to him that I lost track of where we were until Leo pulled up in front of my house.
Looking out the window, I shook my head. “We should go somewhere else,” I said.
Leo turned around in his seat. “There’s nowhere else to go. You both need some rest and something to eat. And we need to talk about some important things—things best discussed in private.”
“That’s just it,” I said. “If Zo is watching me, tracking me through the places I go, what better place to find me than at home? It’s too dangerous.” My heart sank even though I knew it was the truth. Was there no place safe for me anymore?
“Yes, it’s a risk, but if we’re careful, we should be fine,” Leo said calmly. “There is something to be said for hiding in plain sight, after all.”
I nodded reluctantly. Leo had a point, and no one knew more about hiding in plain sight than he did.
Dante and Leo followed me inside.
“Mom?” I called out. In the old days, Mom would have been home in the afternoon, but now I wasn’t sure what her schedule was. As bad as it sounded, I hoped she was at work. There were too many questions I didn’t want to have to answer, too many things I couldn’t explain.
Luck was on my side. There was a note from my mom taped to the refrigerator: Home late. Order pizza.
I plucked the twenty-dollar bill from beneath a magnet for Pizza Box Delivery. Turning to Dante and Leo, I smiled. “You guys hungry?”
***
Twenty minutes later, the pizza was on its way, the hinge was safely hidden in my sock drawer, the binder was locked in the desk, and Dante was in the shower, his clothes already tumbling in the dryer.
I had insisted that Dante take some time to clean up. He needed to do more than wash away a layer of sweat and grime  and, although it might take some time for the shadows to disappear completely from his eyes, I knew how therapeutic a hot shower could be.
I sat down across from Leo at the kitchen table.
Leo looked at me and smiled, his faded blue eyes soft and kind. “Thank you. I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”
I shrugged a little. “You don’t have to repay me. I just was trying to do the right thing. I wanted Dante home as much as you did.”
“I know, but if it weren’t for you—your persistence, your courage—Dante might have been lost forever and we might never have known what happened to him.” Leo drew in a deep breath. “This wasn’t the first time I thought I’d lost him. Saying good-bye to him in Italy was hard enough. But that first year after he traveled through the time machine . . .” Leo shook his head. “I wondered if he would even survive those first few months. And then I wondered, if he did survive, if there would be anything left of my brother at all, or if he’d crack under the constant pressure before he could learn to control it.”
“He doesn’t break easily, you know,” I said, glancing upward. I could hear the water of the shower running through the pipes.
“I know,” Leo said, his face serious. “But he was cracking fierce.”
“So what stopped him?” I asked, intrigued at this hidden chapter of Dante’s past. “What happened?”
Leo smiled at me. “You happened. He met you. And you brought him back to life. So, thank you, Abby. Thank you for bringing my brother back to me. In more ways than one.”
I felt the familiar prickling in my cheeks and nose that warned of tears. I took a deep breath and rubbed my eyes. “You should tell him, you know,” I said. “He should know the truth. It would mean the world to him.”
Leo’s smile turned sad. “I know. And perhaps someday I will. But not right now.”
The doorbell rang at the same time the dryer buzzed. I pushed back from the table. “Would you mind taking Dante his clothes? I’ll take care of the pizza.”
Leo had gone upstairs by the time I returned to the kitchen. I set the box down on the table and headed to the cupboard for plates and glasses.
“Need any help?” Dante asked from the doorway.
I turned around and had to stifle a gasp.
Fresh from the shower and dressed in his clean clothes, he looked like a new man. His skin gleamed like polished wood, and he had slicked back his dark hair to a blunt edge at his neckline. His confidence was back as well, a certain set of his shoulders, a look in his gray eyes that spoke of control and balance.
He locked his gaze with mine and slowly walked toward me.
I caught my breath, wondering how such a beautiful man had ended up in my kitchen, let alone my life.
He stood before me and I could smell the blend of soap and laundry detergent mixed with the musky-sweet scent that I had come to associate with Dante.
His eyes never left mine as he leaned in close, closer, and his arm brushed mine as he reached past me to pluck a glass off the shelf. “Thank you for lunch,” he said, stepping away with a grin just shy of wicked.
Clutching the stack of plates to my chest like a shield, I exhaled and tried to calm my racing heart. It wasn’t fair that just being near him could make me weak in the knees.
I joined Dante at the table, handing out plates and pizza while Leo poured water into the glasses.
There was something soothing about the routine of a meal, and I was glad that Leo had insisted we come here. I sat down, thinking that it was good to be home, even for a short time.
As we ate, I brought Dante up to date on what had been happening, Leo chiming in as needed. It was harder than I’d thought it would be to tell the story without mentioning Zo’s name. The few times I slipped up and said it out loud, I felt a shiver in the air, as though a trap was about to spring shut. I finally settled on calling him “L” for Lorenzo and hoped that Zo wasn’t listening for that particular nickname.
Some of the story Dante knew from our conversations while I’d been on the dream-side of the bank, but most of it was new. He asked a few questions, but mostly he listened quietly and attentively. Some of the details were new to Leo, too, and by the time I was done explaining everything, I had drunk two glasses of water and the last slice of pizza was long gone.
Dante was still for a moment, absorbing the flow of information. He placed his hands flat on the table and then turned his eyes to me. “You are indeed a brave woman, Abby.”
“I thought you said I was dangerous,” I said with a wry smile. My throat felt sore from the constant talking.
“Is there a difference?”
“I guess it depends on which side you are on.”
“Then I always want to be on your good side,” he said. He reached for my hand, lifting it to his lips and pressing a kiss to the curve of my palm.
I felt a shimmer of electricity run through my arm.
“Your turn to talk. Tell me about these,” I said, nodding at the gold bands around his wrists.
Dante looked down at his hands, turned them over. “I don’t know what happened. They were black when I went in, and gold when I came out.”
“L has them, you know. So does V. Did Tony?” I looked at Dante as the familiar shiver ran between us at the mention of the names. I mouthed Sorry and winced, reminding myself that I needed to be more careful.
Dante’s mouth thinned and a shadow rimmed his eyes in black. “If he did, I never saw them.”
I swallowed hard, remembering Tony’s fate. I traced my fingers around the gold, interlocking loops.
“What?”
I noticed that the hair on Dante’s arm stood up at my touch and I heard the quiet quiver in his voice. I smiled. Perhaps I wasn’t the only one who felt weak in the knees.
“I wonder if going through the door a second time . . .
 reversed things.”
“Because we were going back in time?”
I nodded. “What if it was more literal than anyone expected? Maybe going back was like going in reverse.”
“Then shouldn’t my black chains have reversed to white? Or at least silver?”
“It’s just a working theory,” I said with a wry smile.
“But it’s a good theory,” Leo said thoughtfully. “Didn’t you say that when L changed things in your life, the world around you reversed for a moment from white to black?”
I nodded. “Though it hasn’t happened for a little while. I wonder why. I don’t suppose it’s because he has decided to leave me alone.”
“No, I don’t think so. There is something about you that has drawn his attention,” Leo said.
“Obsession is more like it,” I muttered.
Leo and Dante exchanged a glance.
“Wait,” I said, holding up my hands. “Do you guys know something I don’t? Something about L?”
Dante shifted in his chair. Leo looked away.
“What are you not telling me? Now is not the time to hold on to our secrets.” Frustration gave my words a bite, but I didn’t try to soften them.
“We all know how long L can hold a grudge,” Dante said quietly. “And we know how far he’s willing to go to exact his revenge.”
“Yeah, I know. He ruined my family and redirected the river.” I looked at Dante and shook my head. “You said letting him go was our best chance to stop him, but he’s doing whatever he wants with the river. How are we supposed to stop him now?”
“Yes, the majority of the river may be under his control, but V gave you a clue when he said he couldn’t travel beyond the point where your timeline intersected with Zero Hour.” Dante covered my hands with his. “In a way, you have already stopped him. At least a little. You are protecting a key part of the river, Abby—a part L can’t see, that he can’t touch directly. And the more you are able to bring under your protection, the more we can control where L goes and what he is able to do. You are the key to stopping him.”
“How can I protect the river? It’s not like I can change when I first met Zero Hour and protect more of my past.”
“No,” Leo interjected, “but you can protect your future—as well as the future of other people. Remember when we talked about fixing things in place?”
“You mean by taking pictures?” I asked.
Leo nodded. He stood up from the table. “I think it’s time to put our idea to the test. May I use your phone?”
I waved to the phone on the kitchen wall but kept my attention on Dante. “So why me?” I asked him, still feeling frustrated. “I’m nobody. Why isn’t he targeting you, or Leo?”
“Because neither one of us poses the kind of threat you do to his goal,” Dante answered.
“What is his goal?” I asked. “V didn’t seem to know. Or if he did, he wouldn’t tell me.”
Dante hesitated, his gray eyes dark with thought. “When you traveled to the bank today, did you notice anything different?”
“About the bank? Yeah, sure—”
“No, about how you got there. The traveling.”
I thought back to the moment when Leo, V, and I had slipped from here to there. “It was a lot easier to reach the bank today,” I said finally, knowing the truth before I said the words. “And I don’t think it’s because I’m getting better at it or because I had help. It’s because the barriers are thinning, aren’t they?”
Dante nodded, the shadows sharpening the angles of his cheekbones and the set of his jaw.
“What happens if the barriers between the river and the bank disappear entirely?” I asked, dread settling like a weight in my stomach. “What if all the walls come down?”
“The river and the bank can never mix—L was right when he called them oil and water. And if the barrier between them falls, both will be destroyed. The river will be polluted beyond saving. And the bank, instead of being a place untouched by time, will become a place corrupted by time.”
“It would be chaos,” I whispered.
“Worse. It would be the end of everything.” Dante’s face paled as he spoke. “If the barriers break, then Zo could simply dam the river wherever he wants and cut off the diseased portion of the bank and start over fresh. With a clean slate ahead of him, he could erase the world’s history on a whim and rewrite the future according to his desires. Nothing would happen without his hand shaping it. Only his choices would matter. Only his vision. Time itself wouldn’t even flow without his permission.”
I felt a fist of ice-cold terror grip me. I didn’t want to hear any more, but Dante wasn’t quite done.
“Change isn’t enough anymore. It’s control he’s after. Total and complete control.”
“And it’s up to me to stop him?” I asked, feeling the impossibility of the task, like being asked to hold back the tide. I hadn’t realized I was crying until Dante brushed his fingers across my cheek and they came away wet.
“Leo is immune to his actions; L can’t touch him. And I am more his equal than he’d probably like to admit; he won’t touch me—not yet. Not until he tests my limits.” Dante’s voice was low but strong. “I told you once that our best chance for success against him would come from the choices you make. You made an important choice at the door. And the choices you are making now—and those you’ll make in the future—can still change things.”
“What if I choose the wrong thing?” I asked, my voice sounding like it belonged to someone else. “What if I just make things worse?”
“You won’t,” Dante said, cupping my face with his hands. “Because I believe in you.” He leaned in and kissed me until my doubt and my tears were gone.
Leo cleared his throat behind us, and Dante let me go with one final brush of his lips across my cheek.
“I called my friend at the camera shop, and she’s willing to help us today,” Leo said, holding out the phone to me. “Call Natalie. We don’t have any time to waste.”



Chapter 19
Leo pulled up in front of the small shop at the end of the row. The building looked almost the same as the others in the strip mall: squat and square. But where the other shops were beige, brown, or gold, this one was painted black from top to bottom. Black paper covered the window next to the door, which was also dark with paint. It reminded me of Dante’s black door; what waited for me behind this black door also had the potential to change my life. I couldn’t decide if it was a good omen or a warning.
Dante, sitting next to me in the backseat, tensed at the sight. I reached over and wrapped my hand around his, feeling the strong bones beneath his skin lock into a fist.
Through the glare of the sun, I could just make out the two words written on a small sign in the window: The Darkroom.
“This is it?” I asked.
Leo nodded, stepping out of the car and opening the back door for me. Dante did the same for Natalie, who had been sitting in the front passenger seat.
“And tell me again why we’re here?” she asked.
“Leo’s friend works here,” I said, coming around to join the three of them on the curb. “He says she can help us take some pictures.” My hand instinctively connected with Dante’s.
“It doesn’t look like a studio,” Natalie said, shading her eyes from the sun.
“It’s not,” Leo said, nodding to the sign. “It’s a darkroom. And that’s what we need.”
“Is it even open?” Dante asked, glancing at me. “It doesn’t look like anyone’s here.”
I shrugged and looked to Leo.
“The darkroom is usually open only on the weekends,” he said, “but I called Lizzy and she agreed to help us as a special favor to me.” Leo knocked on the door and stepped back. “I told her it was an emergency.”
After a few moments, I heard a bolt being thrown back and then the door swung open. A small woman stood framed in the doorway. She wore a pair of faded jeans and a man’s denim work shirt with the sleeves rolled up past her elbows. Her hands were red and weathered. Her hair was mostly hidden beneath a multicolored scarf, the patterns broken like a mosaic, though a few dark strands escaped to fall across her dark, piercing eyes.
“Elisabetta,” Leo said, grinning and opening his arms to engulf her in a hug. “It’s good to see you. Thank you for helping us.”
“For you, Leo, it’s no bother. Come in, come in,” Lizzy said, gesturing for the rest of us to follow as she pulled Leo along behind her. She launched into a fast-paced Italian monologue that barely allowed room for Leo to respond.
The three of us exchanged a glance and stepped inside. I really needed Dante to teach me Italian one of these days. 
As stark and plain as the outside of the building was, the inside was a riot of light and images. Black-and-white photographs of all sizes covered the walls, some as small as postage stamps, others taking up half the wall or more. One wall appeared to be devoted solely to portraits, a variety of emotions as individual as the faces they belonged to. It reminded me of the Dungeon’s Signature Wall—a place where you could leave your mark on the world.
Two cloth bins stood by the door, each one filled with small, card-sized pictures. Three glass shelves jutted out from the wall and held an assortment of cameras and lenses, each one tagged with a handwritten price. There was a small, antique cash register on a table with mismatched legs in the corner. A second door was almost hidden behind stacks of prints. I suspected it led to the actual darkroom. The room felt more cozy than cluttered. I loved it immediately.
“Hey, guys,” Natalie hissed, waving me and Dante over to her side while Leo and Lizzy continued their conversation. “Look at this.”
On the wall was a small, delicate print about the size of my hand. The image showed a Japanese pagoda with multilayered roofs and curling edges. The beautiful building stood by the side of a lake. A cherry tree was in bloom, and a few blossoms had been captured floating away on the breeze. The picture had been printed on what looked like rice paper, making the image look more like a watercolor than a photograph. I felt a great sense of calm as I looked at the art, and I thought that if someone could capture the feeling of a haiku, this would be what it would look like. I checked the single name printed in the corner: Dahla. Even the photographer’s name was lyrical and seemed to fit the image perfectly.
Next to the picture was a larger one, square like a window, showing a view of interlaced beams of steel, curving and twisting upward in a geometric pattern that dared the eye to follow the maze.
“What is it, do you think?” I asked Natalie.
“It’s the Eiffel Tower,” Lizzy answered, stepping up next to us. Her Italian accent had all but vanished. “My friend Angela shot this the last time she was in Paris.”
“It doesn’t look like the tower,” Natalie said, leaning closer.
“That’s because Angela stood beneath it and shot straight up. She said she felt caged in, surrounded by all that steel, and liked the idea that the only way out was through.”
“Isn’t that the truth,” Dante murmured at my side.
I agreed, thinking about narrow hallways enclosed in darkness and doors that led elsewhere. Sometimes the only choice you had was to go through.
Lizzy folded her arms and looked up at Dante. “And where has Leo been hiding you?” she asked. “A man with your looks, your build—” She took a step back to appraise Dante. “Yes, Leo should have brought you by long ago. You will sit for a portrait for me.”
“Oh, no, thank you for the offer, but—” Dante started, a faint blush staining his face.
“It wasn’t an offer,” Lizzy said. Then she turned to me. “You must be Abby. Leo said you had a photography emergency.”
“Well, I don’t know that I’d call it that, exactly,” I said, feeling oddly shy around this bold woman with her declarations and unflinching gaze.
“I told Abby you could teach her how to develop film and print her own pictures,” Leo said from behind Dante.
Lizzy held my eyes. “Why are you interested in learning a lost art?” She flicked her gaze to Dante and then back to me. “Haven’t you heard? Digital is the new standard.”
I flushed a little at her tone. “Digital won’t work for the kind of pictures I want to take.”
“And what kind of pictures do you want?”
I looked around the room at all the various images covering the walls, from the weathered face of an old man laughing, to the wide sky stretching over a midwestern plain, to a rose resting on a table, the petals veined with shadow like wood grain. “I want pictures like these. The kind that can capture a moment, make it real, make it last. I need pictures that do more than reflect. I need pictures that are truth.”
Lizzy narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. Then she nodded. “She’ll do,” she said to Leo. “I can teach her.”
I felt like I had passed a test or a ritual. Dante slipped his arm around me, pulling me against his shoulder in a hug. Now I had to hope that Leo was right and that we could fix a point and a person in time. If we could, then we could prevent future changes, future heartbreak. Maybe we could even prevent Zo from cutting off the river.
“Come with me.” Lizzy turned on her heel, heading for the door that would lead deeper into the Darkroom’s hidden rooms. “I hope you’ve all cleared your schedules. This will take some time.”
Dante gave me one last hug and pressed a kiss to my
 temple. “Have fun,” he said with a smile. “Learn what you need to. Leo and I will talk to Natalie. We’ll be ready when you are.”
“Wish me luck,” I said. As he turned away, I rested my hand on his arm and nodded to Natalie. “Be nice, okay? Don’t go overboard. I need her to believe, not be terrified.”
“Go,” Dante said gently. “We’ll be fine. I explained it to you, and you’re not terrified of me, are you?”
I let my hand linger on his gold-wrapped wrist. “Not in the slightest,” I said, lifting up on my toes so I could kiss the side of his mouth.
As I followed in Lizzy’s wake, I looked back over my shoulder to see Leo and Dante join Natalie by the wall of portraits.
“Natalie?” Dante said. “We need to talk.”
Smiling a little, I drew in a deep breath. If Dante and Leo couldn’t convince Natalie of the truth, then no one could.
Lizzy slid the door open and stepped through. She looked back at me, gesturing for me to follow.
I joined Lizzy in the darkness beyond the door.
***
“I’ll show you the process with one of my own pictures first,” Lizzy said while we walked in the dark hallway. “Then you can try it with one of yours.”
I rubbed at my arms, unsettled by the closeness of the walls, the shadows thick and heavy with the smell of chemicals. We turned once, then once more, the black hallway making two ninety-degree turns before releasing us into a small room lit with a soft white light. A row of metal sinks ran along one wall with an assortment of jugs and jars lined up on a shelf directly above. Posted on the wall was a chart divided into a grid, each small box filled with either the brand and type of film or a specific time.
The room reminded me of a laboratory: neat, clean, orderly, and with a peculiar smell that made me think of metal and disinfectant.
Lizzy picked up a small silver canister about the size of a thick paperback novel. A black rubber top jutted up from the center of the canister. “This is the developing tank,” Lizzy said. She produced a roll of film from the pocket of her shirt. She set both items on the counter and picked up a sealed black bag with two sleeves attached. “The tank and the film go inside the bag.” Suiting action to words, Lizzy slipped her hands inside the bag. “This part is a little tricky because it’s all done by touch. Use a bottle cap opener to pry off the top of the film canister. Then, you simply wind the film onto the developing spool in a tight spiral from the inside out. It only winds one way, so you’ll know when you’ve done it right. It’s important not to let the film touch anything but the reel. The spool goes into the tank, the lid is put back in place, and then you’re ready to go.” The bag rustled as Lizzy maneuvered the film into position.
“Will you help me with that part?” I asked, nervous. I’d never done anything like this before and already I felt out of my element.
Lizzy shook her head. “If you don’t do it yourself, you’ll never learn how. Don’t worry, the beginning is always the hardest part. It gets easier with practice.”
I swallowed, nodding and focusing on Lizzy’s every move.
Withdrawing the tank from the bag, Lizzy walked over to the sink. She checked the thermometer attached to the faucet, measured out a small amount of water, consulted the chart on the wall above the sink, and then mixed in the developer powder. Pouring the mixture into the developing tank, she thrust it into my hands.
Startled, I almost dropped the tank. “What do I do?”
Lizzy covered my hands with hers and gently flipped the tank up and down. “You have to agitate the film. So keep up this pace for exactly seven minutes—no more, no less.”
As I rotated the tank, Lizzy sat down on a three-legged stool by the sink.
“How do you know Leo?” she asked me, leaning her head on her palm.
It was a surprisingly tricky question to answer. What did Lizzy know about Leo? Did she remember the Dungeon? I thought through my options before settling on a fragment of the truth. “He’s like family to Dante.” I hoped that would provide enough answer without revealing too much.
“Dante is the good-looking boy who won’t sit for me.”
I smiled a little and nodded. “Dante’s just a little shy sometimes.”
“He’s not shy,” Lizzy said dryly. “A boy who looks like that has never been shy.” She watched me flip the tank up and then down. “No. He’s hiding something.”
The tank slipped in my fingers; I almost dropped it.
“Careful. Don’t ruin the film.”
“Sorry.”
Lizzy moved to the sink, picked up a rag, and wiped down the counter. “There’s something more to that boy. He’s tense. You can see it in his body. In his eyes. He has secrets.”
I knew Dante’s secrets. I knew his truth and his hidden heart.
“The camera eye can often see beyond the surface to the layers beneath. That’s why I want to photograph him. He’s layered. Complicated.”
This was a dangerous conversation to pursue. I felt fiercely protective of Dante. He had been lost in the darkness for so long, and now that he’d been reborn into the light I wanted to give him time to gain his bearings. I didn’t want Lizzy or anyone else poking at him, analyzing him. And if anyone was going to take his picture, it was going to be me.
“Am I done?” I asked, the muscles in my arms starting to ache.
Lizzy glanced at the clock and nodded. “Good. Now pour the developer out and rinse out the film.”
I did as directed, the water running cold over my hands. “What now?” I asked eagerly. As unfamiliar as the process was, it was fascinating, and I thought that I might have found a new hobby to explore.
Lizzy grinned at my enthusiasm. “You’ll want to plug your nose for this next part.” She lifted a jug from the shelf and uncapped it. A stench like vinegar, but a hundred times worse, filled the room.
I gagged, my nose burning, but managed to hold the tank steady while Lizzy poured the liquid inside and plugged the lid over the film.
“It’s called a ‘stop bath,’ and that’s exactly what it does—it stops the developing agent.” Lizzy tightened the cap and replaced the jug. “Important note to remember about the stop bath: Never get it in your eyes—you could go blind from it.” She nodded to the tank still in my hands. “Agitate it again. One minute. Then rinse.”
I felt a tickle in my throat and coughed into my elbow. “What happens if you don’t put in the stop bath?”
Lizzy shrugged. “The longer the film sits in the developer, the more the silver crystals in the film react to it and the denser the film becomes. If you don’t use the stop bath, or if you don’t use it long enough, the film will turn completely black and you’ll lose whatever image you’re trying to capture.” She looked at the clock again. “Rinse.”
I obeyed, wincing again as the vinegar smell brought tears to my eyes.
“Almost done,” Lizzy said with a smile. “Now it’s time for the fixer.”
I looked up in surprise. “What’s it called?”
“The fixer. It stabilizes the image and removes the unexposed silver crystals from the film. It essentially fixes the image in place so it’s safe to bring it out into the light.”
A smile rose to my lips. “Of course.” I could almost feel Valerie’s finger writing me a secret note: You can fix it. And her insistence: The picture is power. The pieces were coming
 together. My smile widened. Leo was right. This was going to work, I could feel it.
Lizzy added the fixer and leveled a stern gaze at me. “Ten minutes. I’ll be back.” She slipped out of the room.
I claimed her vacated seat and rotated the tank. The methodical movement was soothing, like a lullaby, and I let my thoughts drift along the breathing tide of my emotions.
It was so good to have Dante back, so right. And seeing him with Leo made me almost feel like my life was back to normal. Almost. I couldn’t forget the gaping ache in my heart for my lost father and my forgotten sister. But at least we were working toward changing that. If we could fix Natalie in place—and the more I worked with Lizzy, the more convinced I was that we could make it work—then we would be that much closer to not only preventing changes but possibly reversing them.
I felt protected sitting in the back room of the Darkroom. As though the uncertainty that had overcome my life had been left at the door. Here I was focused. I had a purpose, a clear goal. It felt good to be in control of something again. Even if it was just a small developing tank nestled in the palms of my hands.
I hadn’t realized the time had gone by so quickly until Lizzy appeared at my side again. “Good. I think we’re ready to finish it.” She took the tank from my hands and peeled back the lid. She pulled a container off the shelf and poured out the fixer. I imagined I could see the liquid glittering with stripped silver. Placing the tank in the sink, she turned the water on and let the stream wash away the excess chemicals. While the river ran from the faucet, Lizzy pulled open a drawer and rummaged around until she found a handful of clips. She held them up. “For drying the film.”
“Is it always this complicated?” I asked, resting my arms on the counter and flexing my empty fingers.
Lizzy laughed. “Wait until we make prints. That’s complicated.” She extracted the film from the developing tank, pulling it free from the spiral and clipping it to the hooks to dry.
“I can see why no one really does this anymore.”
“It’s almost a forgotten art,” Lizzy admitted, sorrow shadowing her face. She hung up the wet film and withdrew a second strip of film that had started to curl along the edges. “There is more to photography than just pushing a button. You have to mix the chemicals. Follow the rules. And learning to control the light and shadow?” She sighed in appreciation. “When done correctly, it’s the perfect blend of art and science. And the outcome is like nothing else in the world.”
“A ritual wrought with power,” I murmured, remembering Dante’s words about the process of building the time machine.
Lizzy smiled and nodded. “Exactly. I knew you’d understand. Not everyone can see what a photographer sees. And I knew when I saw you that you’d have an eye for seeing the truth.”
“Thank you,” I said, feeling a stillness settle over me as though the turbulent river had flowed into a gentle pool, granting me a moment to breathe, to rest. “What’s next?”
“Next comes the art,” Lizzy said with a grin and led me into another small room where the white lightbulb had been
 replaced with a red one. She selected an image from the roll of film and, using the same combination of chemicals and liquids—developer, stop bath, fixer, water—she worked her magic to bring the small square of white and black to life.
I watched in fascination as she controlled the amount of light projected through the image, as she coaxed the shadows into a deeper black. Watching her move through the motions was like watching a dancer. Every action was precise and exact, but fluid and graceful. She knew when to move the paper from one chemical bath to the next without having to consult the clock, relying instead on her internal rhythms of a lifetime of working with light and shadow, liquid and time.
She slipped the paper into the developer tray and motioned for me to join her by the sink.
“This is my favorite part,” she admitted in a near-whisper as though we were in church or a hospital. “The moment the image is born.”
She gently rocked the tray, allowing the water to wash over the paper, and slowly, almost magically, two figures appeared from what had once been a blank, white sheet.
“Who is it?” I asked, peeking over her shoulder.
Lizzy pointed to the man on the left. “That’s my father, Giovanni, the summer before he died. And that’s Leo. I swear he hasn’t aged a day since this photograph was taken.” She clucked her tongue and shook her head. “Would you look at that? Every time I try to print this, I get those black smudges by their hands.”
I studied the two men in the photograph, their arms draped across each other’s shoulders. Both had similar, strong features, and if I hadn’t known better I might have guessed they were brothers. But I did know better. I knew Leo’s history, and more than that, I knew what the faded bands wrapped around both men’s wrists meant. Giovanni had been one of Leo’s flock of time travelers.
“How long have you known Leo?” I asked.
Lizzy shrugged, lifting the paper from the sink and pressing out the excess water. She laid it on a wire rack. “It seems like I’ve known Leo forever. He was friends with my father for a long time. I was little when my father died, but Leo still came around the shop to visit with my mother and me, see how we were doing, bring me presents.” She laughed a little. “I once thought he might marry my mother, but he never asked. He told me his heart had been pledged to another.” Lizzy tilted the picture toward her. “I always wondered who she was. The woman who had captured his heart.”
I wondered too. Could it be the elusive Sofia? Maybe—but at the moment, I was more curious about something else. “Your father looks so young in this picture.”
Lizzy nodded. “He was only thirty-nine when he died. The doctors said it was Alzheimer’s, but I don’t know. One day he was here. And the next . . .”
I stared at the faces washed by the water. They both looked forward, toward the light, in a perfectly captured moment of contentment. Then the red light shimmered off the wet paper, turning the white water to blood. I shivered a little, feeling an ache of sadness for Leo and all he’d left behind. And for Giovanni, who had tried to make a new life for himself with a wife and a child. And who had lost it all to the pressures of the relentless river.
Lizzy wiped her hands on a rag by the drying rack. She tucked a stray hair back under her scarf. “Well, that’s the process. What do you think? Are you ready to try it for yourself?”
I brushed away a tear, hoping Lizzy wouldn’t notice, and nodded. “Absolutely.”



Chapter 20
Lizzy led me through the twisting hallways back to the picture-filled front room. I saw Natalie sitting on the one chair in the room, her face ashen, her eyes unfocused and distant. Dante crouched by her knee, his hand gripping the armrest of the chair. Leo was standing behind them and looked up as Lizzy and I entered the room.
“How did it go?” he asked, though the same question had been on my lips as well.
“She’s a natural,” Lizzy said.
Leo smiled. “I knew she would be.”
“Is everything okay?” I asked quickly, looking from Leo to Natalie and back again.
“Everything’s fine,” Dante said, standing up and brushing his hair out of his eyes.
I caught my breath at the gesture. It was one I’d seen him make countless times before, but this time it simply reminded me that he was back. He was here, with me, and I could enjoy all those small gestures I’d missed while he was gone. A warmth filled me, and it was all I could do to keep the grin off my face.
Leo crossed to the glass shelves displaying Lizzy’s selection of cameras and selected a small, boxy one from the middle shelf.
“Excellent choice,” Lizzy said, nodding. “The Brownies were quite popular back in the day. Easy to use and perfect for a beginner.”
Turning the camera over in his hands, Leo smiled quietly. “This was always one of my favorites. Mr. Adams taught me how to use one long ago. I’m happy to see you still have one.” Leo crossed the small room and handed the camera to me.
I liked how the camera felt in my hands. Solid and stable.
“We’ll take it,” Leo said to Lizzy, reaching into his back pocket and withdrawing his wallet.
“Oh, Leo, you know your money is no good here,” Lizzy said, slapping at his hand fondly.
“So it’s a negotiation, is it?” A light gleamed in Leo’s blue eyes. As he drew Lizzy to the far side of the room, he caught my eye and winked.
I smiled back at him, grateful for the small amount of privacy Leo had arranged. I held the camera at waist level and looked down at the small mirror set on top of the box, happy to see how clear everything seemed through the lens.
Dante caught me framing him with the camera and he smiled and gave a half wave.
I shaded the top of the camera with my hand so I could see him better and laughed a little at his upside-down image. Natalie still sat in the chair and I stepped closer to her.
“What did you tell her?” I asked Dante in a low voice.
“The truth,” he said. “She said she’d heard most of it before from you.”
I squeezed his hand and then crouched down by the chair. “Natalie? Are you okay?”
She looked down at her hands in her lap, a worried line crossing her forehead. “I should say no, I’m not okay. I should say that everything I’ve been told is crazy. But what I am going to say is yes. Yes, I am okay.”
I reached for her hand. “Do you believe me, Natalie? Do you believe in me?”
She raised her head and looked me in the eye. “You are my best friend. And, yes, I believe you,” she said without hesitation.
I heard the trust in her voice. The faith. And I felt a swell of appreciation in my heart. “Thank you, Nat. That means more to me than you’ll ever know.”
My hands shook a little as I positioned the camera, focusing on Natalie’s face. This was the moment. If this worked, not only would it protect Natalie from succumbing to Zo’s changes, but it would open the door for me to fix all kinds of changes to the river and protect what needed to be protected.
I inhaled and summoned every ounce of energy within me, focusing it into believing as fiercely as I could. I thought of the images carved into the black door and how they served not only as symbols but as keys: the spiral shell, the half-sun, half-moon circle, the rising musical scale. I exhaled and felt the edges of myself thin like they did in the moments before I slipped to the dream-side of the bank. I didn’t want to travel there, but I thought it might be good to be in that kind of mental state, in that in-between place.
The black sky crowded close in the corners of my eyes, the wild river flowing fast around my feet. I didn’t dare let my eyes or my thoughts wander, so I concentrated on Natalie, on matching the strength of her belief with my own.
This will work. I will make this work. I chanted the words endlessly in my mind. Slowly, so slowly, I could feel the deep currents of the river start to change to match the rhythm of my words, shifting to accommodate my will and bending to my wishes.
Heat began a slow burn in the pit of my stomach. I felt a trickle of sweat along my scalp, down my temple, around my wrists. The shaking in my hands intensified and I bit down on my lip to keep my body in check.
I took one last breath—and then I pushed the button, capturing forever in silver and shadow the image of the Natalie-who-believed.
The camera click sounded as loud as a shout. A ripple of warmth seemed to extend from the camera, through my fingers, through my body, and out into the room. The banked fire in my body flared and then flamed into ash. I lowered my hands and looked at Dante, who looked at Leo, who looked at me.
Exhaustion overwhelmed me and I locked my knees so I wouldn’t fall over. In an instant, Dante was at my side, wrapping his strong arms around me and shifting so he could keep me steady. I rested my head against the hollow of his throat, grateful for the support and safety I felt in his arms.
In the suddenly still room, Natalie asked, “So, did it work?”
I looked down at the camera cradled against my chest. It still felt warm in my hands. “I think so. I won’t know for sure until I develop the picture.”
“Then what are you waiting for?” A tentative smile appeared on Natalie’s face. “I can’t wait to see it.”
“Me either,” I said, enjoying the heft of the camera. It was almost the same weight as the hinge to the door. I looked up at Dante. “Would you come with me?” I asked him as I stepped out of his embrace. My knees had stopped shaking, which was a good sign. “I mean, if it’s all right with Lizzy.”
Lizzy and Leo had drifted closer during our conversation and she reached out to pat Dante’s arm. “It’s fine with me—as long as you promise to sit for me someday.”
He smiled. “Prometto.”
“Ah, tall, dark, and handsome—plus he speaks the mother tongue?” Lizzy raised an eyebrow at me and sighed. “If only I was a younger woman . . . Ah, well. You’re a lucky girl, Abby.”
“I know,” I said fervently, twining my free hand around Dante’s.
Lizzy pointed to the door in the back wall. “Do you remember what I taught you?”
I nodded. I couldn’t wait to get back into the darkroom and transform the film into fact.
“Good. If you forget something, or run into trouble, there is an intercom button on the wall by the door. Push that and I’ll either talk you through it or come in and help.”
“Thanks,” I said and tugged Dante toward the door.
As soon as we entered the first dark hallway, though, he stopped in his tracks. His breath quickened, harsh and ragged. “Wait,” he grunted.
I caught my breath. The hallway had made me feel slightly claustrophobic, and I wasn’t the one who had only recently been freed from a similar dark place. “Oh, no, Dante, I shouldn’t have made you come with me. We can go back. I didn’t think—”
He shook his head once sharply. “Just . . . give me a moment.” He closed his eyes and a shudder racked through him all the way to his fingers in my grasp. “It’s just . . . dark.”
“Dante—”
“No, it’s fine,” he said. “You asked me to come. I want to help.”
Worried lines creased my forehead. “Are you sure?”
He hesitated, then nodded. He squeezed my hand tight in his. “Don’t let go.”
“I won’t,” I said, squeezing back. “Ever.”
I quickened my pace, leading him through the darkness and around the corners until we reached the laboratory-like room. As soon as we saw the glow of the soft white light, Dante’s breathing evened out and returned to a normal rhythm.
“You okay?” I asked as he sat down on the stool by the sink.
“I’m sorry, Abby,” he said, running his hand through his slicked-back hair and dislodging a stray lock. “I didn’t think it would be that bad.”
“It’s okay,” I said, rubbing his shoulder. “After what you’ve been through, I’d be more surprised if you hadn’t reacted to the darkness.”
“I want you to be able to depend on me,” he said. “I won’t let it happen again.”
My fingers automatically reached for the lock of his hair and tucked it back behind his ear. “I know,” I said, placing a small kiss next to his ear. “Now, you rest, and I’ll get to work.”
I reviewed in my mind the various steps Lizzy had walked me through, and then I took a deep breath and got started.
I selected a developing tank and found a spool that would fit the film from the Brownie camera. I found myself falling into a rhythm of movement as natural as breathing. Wind the film. Mix the chemicals. Agitate. Rinse.
Dante was quiet as I worked through the process. It was nice simply to share the space with him, knowing he was close by and there if I needed him.
Stop bath. Rinse. Fixer.
This was it. The most important step. The same heat I’d felt from the camera when I took Natalie’s picture seemed to permeate the developing tank in my hands. I closed my eyes and concentrated. I visualized the chemicals stripping away the silver from the film, slowly revealing a Natalie who was reversed in black and white. I imagined her face, her eyes, her smile. I focused on the idea of fixing. On stability. On being unchangeable.
No, not entirely unchangeable. I still wanted Natalie to be able to change and grow and become the person she wanted to be. But I wanted the changes to come about as a result of her own choices. Not because of someone else’s whim or because someone else forced his will on her life.
The heat in the tank seemed to intensify. I hoped that meant that I was on the right track and that it was working.
My muscles protested the constant agitation of the tank, but I didn’t dare hand it off to Dante. If there was something about me that helped protect the river and keep it stable, then I wanted that same mysterious something to help me finish Natalie’s picture.
The clock finally granted me permission to stop, and I poured out the fixer with its dangerously beautiful silver crystals into the container. I set the tank down in the sink and turned on the water. I was proud to note that my hands hadn’t shaken once.
Dante watched me with curious eyes, and I suspected he was taking notes, studying my every move. With his mind and skill, I wouldn’t be surprised if by the next time we needed to develop a picture, he would be able to do it by himself.
I peeled back the top of the tank and hung the film up to dry in the cabinet.
“How long until it dries?” Dante asked quietly, his voice hoarse from disuse.
“Fifteen, maybe twenty minutes.”
He smiled the small smile I loved so much. “Good.” He opened his arms and I sank onto his lap. Wrapping his arms loosely around my waist, he let me rest my head on his shoulder.
We sat like that together in a comfortable, and comforting, silence. As often happened when we were close, I felt the time around us change its pace, slowing down a little, and I was grateful for the small moment we had to rest and reconnect. Our breathing fell into the same even rhythm. Our heartbeats echoed each other until they sounded like one single, unbroken pulse.
After a time, Dante ran his fingertips up and down my spine. I arched my back like a cat waking from a long sleep.
“Mmm, that’s nice,” I said, nestling closer to him, my head fitting naturally along the curve of his neck.
He tilted his head down and the movement loosened that same unruly lock of hair; it brushed against my cheek, the ends tickling my nose. “I missed you, Abby. More than I can say.”
“I’m here now. And you promised me a story, you know,” I reminded him. “Maybe we can pretend we’re sitting on a grassy hill underneath a tree instead of in a darkroom surrounded by chemicals. What do you say?”
He chuckled. “How can I refuse?”
“You can’t,” I teased. “Now, tell me a story. Tell me how you met da Vinci.”
“Once upon a time,” he began, his voice rumbling deep in his chest, “there was a boy. He was a very smart boy, talented and artistic—”
“I’ll bet he was good with his hands,” I said, capturing one of Dante’s hands with my own and measuring the length of my fingers against his.
“As a matter of fact, he was. Now stop interrupting,” Dante said in a teasing tone, but he didn’t move his hand away from mine.
“Sorry,” I said with a smile.
“So this smart and talented and artistic boy had a dream. Even though he lived in a small village, he had heard about a great man named Leonardo da Vinci. His dream was to meet the man who imagined so many wonderful and amazing things, who could paint such beautiful pictures. He thought for sure that if he could just meet da Vinci, the boy would be able to convince da Vinci to teach him all his secrets.”
“I think I already know how this story ends,” I said.
“Hush,” Dante said, placing his finger on my mouth. “You asked for the story of how I met him, not what happened after that.”
I straightened a little in Dante’s lap. “Then tell me the story like it happened to you, not to someone else.”
Dante was quiet, and for a moment I worried that my tone had been more bossy than I had intended and that maybe he wouldn’t finish the story. Then he spoke, and his voice was softer, weighed down with memory.
“It was early spring—May, I think. I remember the sunshine was so bright that day I thought I could see stars out of the corner of my eyes. I was fifteen. Everyone in the village knew that da Vinci and his household had been visiting the Servite monks. But what not everyone knew was that the monks had offered a workshop space for da Vinci. And what even fewer people knew was that da Vinci was willing to allow someone to join his group of assistants. Someone local. And only one.”
“How did you find out about it?” I asked.
“My mother’s cousin was a laundress for the monastery.” Dante’s fingers returned to their slow journey up and down my back. “Mother knew how much it would mean to me to be able to meet him, so she convinced my father to take me to the workshop. It was a long journey, but I didn’t mind. Somehow difficulties are easier to endure when you know your dream is waiting for you at the end.”
I knew how that felt. I closed my eyes, listening to Dante’s voice and enjoying the light touch of his fingers on my back.
“I expected to see a huge crowd at the workshop. I mean, it was the chance of a lifetime. But there were only a handful of people wandering through the courtyard, and most of them were monks hurrying to afternoon prayers.”
“Were you the only one who answered the call?”
“No, there were three other boys there with me. I knew two of them—Pieter and Bernardo—from my village. The third was a stranger to me. We stood clustered in a group in a corner of the courtyard waiting for something to happen, for someone to come. More monks came and went. Hours passed and the afternoon moved toward evening. But still nothing happened. The father of the third boy finally put his hand on his son’s shoulder, turning him away and saying something about wasting a whole day on nonsense.
“I didn’t mind the wait. I loved watching the monks cross the stones on their well-worn paths to prayer. They were so graceful; it was like they were dancing. While I was watching them, I noticed one of the monks drop something from his robe. A shiny, silvery something that glittered. Without thinking, I darted forward, grabbing the object and turning to find the monk it belonged to. But it was no use. There were too many of them, all dressed in the same brown robes, and they all said the small object didn’t belong to them.”
“What was it?” I asked, lulled by the story. “The object you found?”
“It was a disc of silver about the size of my palm. It was smooth on the concave side and there was a snakeskin pattern on the curved side.”
“Sounds pretty,” I said, dreamily.
“My father called out to me, gesturing for me to come back, to stop bothering people. On my way back to the group, I noticed that the pillar by the corner had the same snakeskin pattern around the base. Looking closer, I also noticed that there were gaps in the pattern. Voids that were about the size and shape of the disc I held in my hand.”
“Let me guess—you fit the piece into the pattern,” I said.
“Do you want to tell this story?” Dante teased.
“No. But I’m right, aren’t I?”
Dante laughed. “Yes, you are right. I knelt down and placed the disc into one of the openings. It fit perfectly.”
“Like Cinderella’s glass slipper.”
“Who’s Cinderella?”
“Sorry—it’s an old fairy tale. I forget that your childhood stories aren’t the same as mine. Go on. What happened next?”
Dante shifted me on his lap. “The next thing I remember is seeing a pair of shoes step around the pillar and stand next to me. I looked up and . . . it was him. Leonardo da Vinci. He was standing right in front of me. As though he’d been waiting for me. I stepped back in surprise.”
I felt a tingle pass through me. It was strange to think that the person I was talking to had been talking directly to Leonardo da Vinci roughly three years ago. “What did you say?” I whispered.
Dante smiled. “Nothing. I didn’t know what to say. My father, of course, wouldn’t stop apologizing for my actions. But then da Vinci looked right at me and said, ‘Come to my studio tomorrow and I will put you to work.’”
“He picked you? Just like that?” I said, leaning back in Dante’s arms in surprise.
“Just like that.” Dante nodded, his pride still strong even at the memory. “Of course Pieter’s father and Bernardo’s father both protested, each man claiming that his son should be chosen. Da Vinci held up his hand for silence. I’ll never forget his words. He said, ‘You were all given the same chance. This day was your test. The monk who dropped the scale did so at my request. I was watching to see what you would do. I need someone who can wait with patience, and yet know when it is time to act without fear. Someone who is able to see patterns even when none may be obvious. Someone who can also express his own artistic viewpoint.’ Then he pointed at me again. ‘I want someone who will leave the world a more beautiful place than he found it.’”
“Wow,” I breathed. It was no wonder da Vinci had picked Dante as one of his assistants. Dante was exactly what da Vinci was looking for.
Dante was quiet for a moment or two. “And that’s the story of how I met Leonardo da Vinci.”
“What would have happened to you if you hadn’t gone to work for da Vinci?”
Dante shrugged. “I probably would have worked for my father as an assistant in his apothecary shop.”
“That doesn’t sound so bad.”
“No, it wouldn’t have been a bad life. But it wasn’t the life I wanted.”
I huffed out a half laugh. “This probably wasn’t the life you wanted either.”
“You’re wrong. This is exactly what I wanted.”
“It is?” I looked up at him.
He nodded somberly. “All I wanted was a life where I could learn new things. Where I could use and develop my talents. But most of all, I wanted a life that I could share with someone I could love beyond myself.” His gray eyes reminded me of high, clear skies at twilight. “Then. Now. It doesn’t matter, as long as I have you beside me. As long as I can be a part of your life.”
“You’re the best part of my life,” I said, caressing his cheek. “And you always will be.”
“Always?” he asked, his eyes searching mine.
“And forever,” I confirmed. And then I kissed him.



Chapter 21
When Dante and I returned to the front room, Leo and Lizzy were nowhere to be seen. Natalie said they had left a while ago, cameras in hand, off on an impromptu photo shoot. A large book of scenic photos lay open on her lap.
I handed Natalie the print I’d made.
She held it carefully, propping the opposing corners between her palms.
The image showed Natalie sitting in the chair, looking directly into the lens. Her hair was haloed around her head like a crown. A smile lit up her face. She looked exactly like herself.
“How do you feel?” Dante asked Natalie.
“Fine, I guess.” She looked down at the picture in her hands. “I mean, I don’t feel any different than before. It’s a good picture of me, though.”
“But you still believe me, right?” I asked.
She didn’t even hesitate. “Yes, I do.” Then she caught herself and looked at me with wide eyes. “As soon as I said it, I knew it was the truth. That’s amazing. I don’t feel any doubt at all. I totally believe you.”
The photo book fell to the floor with a thud as I pulled Natalie to her feet, hugging her, picture and all. I felt a laugh bubble up inside me, a gladness that made me feel as light as air. “It’s better than amazing. It’s wonderful. It means you’re safe—and you’ll stay safe. It’s perfect.”
“Careful, don’t crumple me,” Natalie said, holding the picture out of the way.
“Oh, sorry.” I stepped back, but I couldn’t stop smiling. “It worked. It really worked.”
Natalie laughed at my enthusiasm.
“Congratulations, Abby,” Dante said quietly to me.
The front door opened and Lizzy stepped through, followed by Leo, laughing at something she had said.
They saw us standing there and Leo quickly handed his camera to Lizzy. “How did it go?” he asked me before glancing at Natalie. Then he smiled. “Dare I assume it was a success?”
“A complete and total success,” I said.
Lizzy walked over and looked at the picture of Natalie. “Not bad for your first try,” she commented. “Very nice. I like how you captured her personality in the picture. That can be hard to do.”
“Thanks.” I felt a light blush creep into my cheeks. “And thank you for teaching me today. You were more help than you know. Um, Lizzy? Would you mind if we left the picture here? You know, for safekeeping?”
Now that I had protected Natalie with a picture, I wasn’t sure what would happen if that picture were to be destroyed or ruined in some way. Valerie had warned me that if Zo found out about the pictures, he’d try to steal them from me, and then he would have the power. I couldn’t take that risk.
“Of course,” she said. “I’d be happy to keep it for you.”
Natalie handed Lizzy the picture, and the small woman disappeared into the back room.
Thinking of Valerie’s warning made me think of something else. I turned to Dante.
“We helped stabilize Natalie with a picture. Do you think we could do the same for Valerie?”
“I thought Valerie was . . . not well,” Dante said, a question wrinkling his forehead.
Leo stepped closer. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea, Abby.”
“No, I don’t want to take a picture of her when she’s . . . in her current mental state. But both times I’ve gone to visit her there have been flashes of her old self. Her regular self. Maybe if I’m quick enough, I can capture that part of her and bring her back.”
“Do you really think you can?” Natalie asked, hope in her voice. “That would be wonderful.”
Leo shook his head sadly. “I know it’s tempting, but think of the risks. We’ve had one success, but none of us really know what the rules are for this process. What if you miss your chance and capture her at her worst instead? Do you really want to risk that?”
I swallowed, tasting tears of frustration in my throat. “I know it’s a long shot, Leo, but she’s my friend.” I looked to Dante. “What do you think?”
He met my eyes. “You know I’ll stand behind you.”
The frustration I felt evaporated in the strength of his confidence.
“She needs my help,” I said to Leo. “I have to go. I have to try.”
“I’m not saying you shouldn’t try to help her,” Leo began. “I’m just saying you should think about the consequences—” He stopped short as Lizzy returned to the room.
“Is everything all right?” she asked.
“Everything’s fine,” Leo said, his tone smooth and untroubled.
“You know, Leo,” Dante began, “if you wanted to stay and develop the pictures you took, I could take Abby and Natalie home.”
“You’re welcome to stay,” Lizzy said. “I’d love the company.”
Leo paused, his frown turning into a polite smile so fast I doubted anyone else saw it. He looked from Dante to me and then to Lizzy. “If you’re sure . . .”
“It’s no bother,” she said.
Leo handed over his keys to Dante, but as I gathered up my Brownie camera and headed for the door with Dante and Natalie, I didn’t miss the look Leo flashed my way, a look that said Be careful.
I gave him a look of my own: Trust me. I will.
***
V was waiting for us outside the door.
“Abby,” he said, startling me so badly I almost dropped my camera.
“What are you doing here?” I asked, my heart picking up speed. If V had found us here, did that mean Zo could too? I thought we’d been so careful at the house.
V leveled his gaze at Dante and folded his arms across his chest so his gold-banded wrists were clearly visible. “Nice to see you, Dante. You’re looking well.”
Dante’s only response was to narrow his eyes at V.
“I know you!” Natalie said.
V flicked a disinterested glance her way. “Yeah, we’ve met.”
“I know. I saw you play with Zero Hour at the Dungeon.”
“So? What about it?” V asked her.
“It’s just that I didn’t remember it the other day when you found us at Helen’s, but I do today. I wonder what else I’ll remember,” Natalie said, her voice tinged with surprise.
V shot me a confused look.
“We fixed it so the changes that are happening in the river won’t affect her anymore. I guess her true memories are coming back as well.” I was happily surprised by this unexpected turn of events. It gave me hope that if we could replicate the process with Valerie, we’d be able to return my friend to being the Valerie-before-Zo.
“Whatever,” V said, brushing away my explanation. “I built your door. You got him back”—he jutted his jaw toward Dante, who bristled—“now it’s your turn to hold up your end of our deal.”
I put my hand on Dante’s arm. I could feel the muscles twitch with repressed tension. “I made him a promise,” I said simply.
He exhaled slowly. “Sorry. It’s just that the last time I saw him, he was doing Zo’s bidding.”
“Yeah, well, I’m not anymore.” A shade of red crept up V’s neck. He turned his dark eyes on me. “Are you going to help me or not?”
“Actually,” I said, trying to remain calm, “we were just going to see Valerie. You can come with us.”
I was glad to see V relax a little, if only because it made Dante relax as well. Clearly the two of them couldn’t both come. Not if they were both going to act like snarling alpha dogs. Plus, I doubted I could get all four of us in to see Valerie. Especially since I didn’t know yet how I was going to get V past Dr. Blair.
I ground my teeth and made the hard decision.
“Dante, why don’t you drop me and V off at the hospital and then you can take Natalie home.”
He opened his mouth, no doubt ready with a list of reasons why he thought dropping me off with V was a bad idea, but I started walking to Leo’s car before Dante had a chance to say anything.
The car ride to the hospital was stressful and uncomfortable. I didn’t dare suggest that V sit up front with Dante, and yet I didn’t much like the idea of V sitting with Natalie in the backseat either. So I sat in the back with V, which didn’t make Dante happy, but it was the best I could do.
By the time Dante pulled up in front of the hospital, I had a tension headache and my stomach was in a knot.
Closing the door, I bent down next to the driver’s side window.
“I don’t like leaving you with him,” Dante said under his breath.
“I’ll be fine,” I said, reaching in to grasp his hand. “Don’t worry.”
Dante squeezed my hand. “Call me the minute you’re done, all right? I’ll be at Natalie’s house.”
“I will.” I leaned past him and waved at Natalie. “Thanks for watching out for him, Nat.”
“Glad to help. I suspect we’ll have plenty to talk about while you’re gone.”
Grinning, I brushed a kiss on Dante’s cheek. That same stray lock had fallen free again, and I tucked it behind his ear. “Maybe I should be worried about you,” I teased, feeling relieved when Dante offered up a smile.
“Good luck, Abby,” he said. “Remember—do what you have to do. Just don’t do anything you can’t undo.”
I patted my bag that held my camera. “I’ll only use this if it’s a sure thing.”
I gave him one last kiss before he drove away, leaving me alone in the parking lot with V. He’d pulled down the sleeves of his shirt to cover his wrists.
“Is this where she is?” V’s voice was a strange mix of hope and despair.
Nodding, I headed up the steps of the James E. Hart Memorial Hospital, my own heart filled with the same hope and despair.
***
Needless to say, Dr. Blair was not happy to see us. She frowned when I asked to see Valerie. She positively scowled when I told her that V was a friend who was in town visiting for the day, and could he come with me?
After making us wait on the steps, she finally moved aside and gestured us in, directing us to her office just inside the door. I noticed that her pastel hospital scrubs were the same color as her fingernail polish—the same baby-pink flesh she’d worn the other day.
“I don’t believe you,” Dr. Blair said as soon as V and I had sat down on the love seat.
Next to me, V stilled immediately. His eyes darted to the door.
“Excuse me?” I asked, gripping V’s arm so he wouldn’t bolt.
“I don’t believe that he ‘just happened’ to stop by to see an old friend.” Dr. Blair clasped her hands together on her lace-covered desk. “You brought him here for a reason.” She shifted her attention to V. “Tell me why you’re really here.”
“Mi dispiace. Non parlo inglese,” V said.
“Yes, you do,” she said almost pleasantly, brushing aside his words. “What’s your interest in Valerie?”
V looked to me for help.
“We’re just friends,” I insisted. “Honest. We just want to visit her for a few minutes.”
“Dr. Hamilton was not happy when I spoke to him about your last visit. He was very reluctant to authorize any additional visits for you.”
“So does that mean he did authorize a visit?” I asked, smiling politely.
Dr. Blair’s frown deepened. “It means he trusts me to use my best judgment when it comes to Valerie.”
I was quiet, trying to exude that aura of peace Dr. Blair seemed to appreciate. I continued smiling, and waited.
She tapped her fingers together. “Who is the Pirate King?” she asked suddenly.
It took everything I had to keep the bland smile on my face and not betray the flash of panic that ran through me.
“Valerie only talks about the Pirate King when she’s with you. I’ve asked her about him in our therapy sessions, but she refuses to tell me who he is or why he dominates her hallucinations.”
“I don’t know,” I said and felt a muscle tick in my jaw. I knew why Valerie was fixated on the Pirate King so much, but I couldn’t tell Dr. Blair that. I also knew Valerie’s “hallucinations” were simply glimpses of the river, but I couldn’t tell Dr. Blair that either.
Dr. Blair’s lips thinned. “If I grant you a visit, do you think you could get her to talk about the Pirate King again?”
My smile wavered the tiniest bit. “I don’t know. Maybe.”
Dr. Blair hesitated, then leaned forward as though imparting a secret. “Valerie’s psychosis is unlike any I’ve seen before. I’ve decided to feature her in my next research paper. But I need more data before I can publish my findings. And since she’s no longer speaking to me . . .” She left the request unspoken, but I finished her thought anyway.
“You want me to be your spy?” I demanded, my smile vanishing for good.
“I want you to be my assistant,” she clarified smoothly. “If Valerie confides in you information that could help us help her get well, then wouldn’t you want to be a part of that miracle of healing?”
Yes, I wanted Valerie to get well. And I knew if she was going to be healed, it wasn’t going to be in a place like this or under the care of Dr. Blair, whose bedside manner apparently stopped at the point of publication. My frustration itched. I’d known that my visits with Valerie had been recorded—I’d been told that on my very first visit—but for some reason, I hadn’t realized they were using those recordings for research. Valerie was my friend—not some bug pinned to a board to be studied and then discarded. The thought made me sick.
The camera felt like a brick in my bag. I didn’t dare take it with me to see Valerie now. Not with Dr. Blair hovering over me. Even if I was able to get a picture of Valerie, Dr. Blair would want to confiscate the image for her “research,” and I couldn’t let that happen.
But I still needed to see her. I’d promised V.
I swallowed my outrage, my pride, and my fear, and said, “Okay. I’ll help you.”
Dr. Blair smiled, and I noticed her small white teeth were perfectly even. It didn’t do anything to reassure me.
***
Valerie was in the conservatory again. The omnipresent sound of water had been replaced by a choir of songbirds. I suspected it was meant to be soothing, but it sounded more like noise than a song to me.
I gestured for V to wait by the door, and I walked past the plastic leaves so I could approach Valerie alone.
“Hi, Valerie,” I said softly. “I came to visit.”
She turned her back to me, folding her arms across her chest and shaking her head. “I’m not talking to you.”
“Why not?”
“Don’t want to,” she muttered. “Don’t want to hear your lies.”
“I wouldn’t lie to you, Valerie. We’re friends, remember? And friends don’t lie to each other.”
“Friends don’t keep secrets either.” She lifted her hand and brushed tears away from her face.
“What secrets have I kept from you?” I asked, sitting down next to her on the edge of the fountain.
She twisted around and pointed a finger at the door hidden behind the grove of plastic plants. “Him! You didn’t tell me you were bringing him.” She jumped to her feet on the narrow ledge and cupped her hands around her mouth. “Come out, come out, wherever you are!”
“Valerie, get down!” I tugged at the hem of her bathrobe. “You’ll fall if you’re not careful.”
She reached down and swatted my hand away. “You should be the one afraid of falling, not me. I know where I stand.”
The plants rustled and parted as V stepped into view.
Valerie shrieked and covered her eyes with one hand. She flung out her other hand, fingers splayed. “Stop right there!”
V stopped midstep, his eyes locked on Valerie.
I could see the emotions warring on V’s face: confusion, shock, and sadness. In the end, despair won out, and I watched as he stepped back, seeming to shrink a little into himself. Clearly, he had imagined a different reaction.
The air around him shimmered. He was going to jump away from this time and place, but I couldn’t let him do that. How would I ever explain his disappearance to Dr. Blair? I could almost feel her leaning closer to whatever television monitor she had tuned into to watch this drama unfold. The fake birds continued tweeting their looping songs. It made me want to scream.
“V, wait!” I rushed to his side. “Just wait a minute, okay?”
“She doesn’t want me here,” he said, shaking his head. “I was a fool to think she would.”
“No, it’s fine. She just needs a minute.” I tugged on his sleeve. “Come on. Come sit down.”
He followed me with halting steps to the fountain. Valerie towered over us like a vengeful priestess calling down wrath from the heavens.
“Valerie,” I said in as calm and reasonable a tone as I could manage. “Please sit down. V has something he wants to say to you.”
“I don’t have anything I want to hear from him,” she said. But she did lower her hands, and her body lost some of her pent-up anger.
“He’s come a long way just to see you,” I continued, reaching up to take her hand in mine. “Come on. Be nice.”
She trembled, cutting a glance in V’s direction. “But he’s not a good person,” she whispered in a voice loud enough for both of us to hear.
“Yes, he is,” I said, gently drawing her down from the ledge. “He’s a very nice person.”
Valerie frowned. “Nice people can still be not good people. You’ve met the lady doctor. You know.”
I did know. I forced myself not to look up at the black dome eye watching our every move. “It’ll just take a minute. I promise.” I helped Valerie sit down next to V. “Trust me.”
V inched closer to Valerie, his eyes soft. He held out his hand and waited.
She looked from his face to his hand and bit her lip, worry lines rippling across her forehead. “That’s what the Pirate King wanted too. He just wanted his crew to trust him. He was going to take them to amazing places, show them amazing things.” She shook her head sadly. “But they didn’t trust him. They abandoned him when he needed them the most.”
V curled his hand into a fist. “He asked me to hurt you. I wasn’t going to do that. I couldn’t.” His voice dropped to a bare whisper. “I love you.”
She ignored him, and I saw the hurt move across V’s face.
“So he did what every good king and captain does when faced with betrayal, with mutiny.” Valerie narrowed her eyes at V as the word twisted from her lips. “He killed them all and left them for dead.”
“I’m not dead,” V said.
“That’s because he hasn’t killed you yet,” she said with a chilling calm.
He looked to me, but I shrugged helplessly. I didn’t know what to say. I had hoped this reunion would be a good thing, but the conversation was quickly unraveling into madness.
“And you think you’re so safe?” Valerie turned to me, her dark hair swishing around her ears as she tilted her head. “Tell me, Abby, do you miss Hannah?”
I felt dizzy. “You remember Hannah?” I asked.
“I remember everything,” she said, smiling like the sphinx. “That’s my job.”
V stood up, his hands clenched into fists at his sides. “Do you remember this?” He pulled Valerie to her feet, wrapping his arms around her in one smooth, fast motion.
And then he kissed her.
Valerie tried to pull away, but he held her tight against him. Slowly, she relaxed into his embrace, her hands coming up to lock behind his neck.
I looked away, feeling a blush stain my face.
And that’s when I saw Dr. Blair standing nearby, her hands folded passively in front of her, her face strangely slack and void of expression. The birdsong overhead suddenly cut out with a strangled chirp.
In the silence that followed, V broke off the kiss, his head whipping around to follow my stunned gaze.
Even as my blood froze in my body, even as my mind shrieked in denial, some distant part of me was grateful for small favors, glad that Valerie’s eyes were still closed—her face upturned, her lips slightly parted—so that she couldn’t see what I was seeing.
Dr. Blair wasn’t alone.
This time she’d brought Zo.



Chapter 22
V disappeared in an instant, taking Valerie with him.
 My mouth opened in surprise, my attention divided between the rippling air that still held the afterimage of two people embracing and Zo standing in front of me, his gold-banded hands shoved into the pockets of his jeans. The
 handle of his guitar rose above his shoulder like the hilt of a sword, and the black leather strap crossed his chest like a royal sash.
“Hello, Abby,” he said as though he had just noticed me standing there.
“What are you doing here?” I blurted. It wasn’t the question I really wanted to ask, but it was the first one that came out.
“The same thing you are. I came to visit an old friend.” He smiled and tossed his head so his hair flipped out of his eyes.
“You came to see Valerie?”
He laughed in honest surprise. “Not this time. I was supposed to meet V here. But he seems to have left rather unexpectedly.”
I sank back on the edge of the fountain, my knees refusing to cooperate. “But V said he . . . He said he wasn’t working for you anymore.”
“Of course he said that. I told him to say that.” Zo’s voice was gentle and made goose bumps lift on my arms.
“But he . . . he . . .” My thoughts spun out of my control. Had all my interactions with V been a lie, then? Every one orchestrated by Zo for his own purposes? “We had a deal.” I knew it was a silly thing to latch on to, but it was the only thing I kept coming back to.
“Oh, my sweet, trusting Abby.” Zo shook his head in mock remorse. He exhaled a deep sigh and turned to Dr. Blair, who was still standing motionless behind him. “Go back to your office. I’m done with you.”
She turned around and shuffled to the door like a rusty robot.
“What did you do to Dr. Blair?” I didn’t even try to keep the horror from my voice.
“Who?” Zo asked, looking over his shoulder. “Oh, her. I just made a few . . . modifications so she’d be more pliable to my needs.”
“You changed her? But I didn’t notice—” I bit off my words as Zo’s attention swung back to me, a suspicion lurking in their dark depths.
I wondered why I hadn’t felt that world-shifting pain warning me that Zo had changed something in the river. Was it because Dr. Blair had been his focus this time, and not me? Or were Dante’s fears that the barriers were weakening justified? Were the changes becoming more commonplace, and therefore less worthy of notice? Or had Zo figured out that I was noticing in the first place and learned to disguise his touch? None of the questions made me happy.
The longer I stayed quiet, the wider Zo’s smile grew, as though my silence merely confirmed something he thought he knew.
He strolled toward me. I wanted to get up and bolt for the door, but his eyes held me in place. I felt like a mouse trapped by a snake, and I didn’t much care for the comparison. I remembered Dante’s conviction that it would be my choices that would make the difference in stopping Zo. I had faced Zo before and survived. I could do it again. So I shoved aside the fear that threatened to well up inside me and made a choice. I would be the snake instead of the mouse. If Zo wanted to play this game, then fine, I could play it too.
Zo sat down next to me, exactly where Valerie had been a moment ago. I wondered where she’d gone. V said that he loved her. If he could still be trusted, then I hoped he had taken her someplace safe. And if he was still following Zo’s orders, then I hoped he had taken her someplace where I could still find her.
Zo slung his guitar from off his back, laying it across his lap like a bared sword. “It’s good to see you again, Abby. I’ve missed our little chats. But then, I suspect you’ve been busy.”
“What do you want, Zo?”
“So impatient,” Zo tsked. He reached out to stroke the neck of the guitar. The strings whined a little under his touch, a lost puppy begging for attention.
“Don’t,” I snapped. “Just . . . don’t play anything, okay?”
“Impatient and suspicious. A bad combination.” Zo tightened his hand around the instrument.
“It’s not a suspicion. I know what you do with your music.”
“Do you?” Zo arched an eyebrow at the same moment he strummed the guitar. “Are you sure?”
“I can guess.”
Zo raised his eyebrows and inclined his head, inviting me to speak.
“We both know your music can manipulate emotions. My guess is that you’ve been practicing.”
“Have you been spying on me?” Zo teased. “I’m flattered.”
“Don’t be.”
Zo laughed. “It was a good guess, Abby, but not quite right. Yes, I have been practicing, and yes, I can still manipulate emotions. But now I can manipulate memories as well. And my music can do more than simply make you recall a specific memory. It can also erase it.”
“So you didn’t change something in the river,” I said, swallowing hard, “you changed something in Dr. Blair? You erased her memory? Permanently?” If Zo was telling the truth, things were worse than I’d imagined.
He shrugged as though I’d pointed out he was wearing one black sock and one blue instead of suggesting he had tampered directly with a person’s mind. “She had outlived her usefulness, so I wiped her memory. When I leave, her mind will return, but she won’t remember me being here at all. She won’t remember you, either, for that matter. Or anything else that happened today. And any record of Valerie will be gone as well. I don’t like to leave a trail, you know. It’s too much work to clean up. It’s much easier to toss out the old and start fresh.”
Zo leaned forward, his mouth hovering close to my ear. “Tell me, sweet Abby. Is there a memory you wish to forget?”
“That’s not possible,” I said. I clutched at the edge of the fountain, feeling the rough skin of the stone, refusing to let myself contemplate an answer to Zo’s question.
Zo withdrew with a smile, settling back comfortably. He smoothed his palm over the curves of the guitar, a caress of possession. “That’s what I love about you, Abby. Your certainty. After everything that has happened, you can still say without hesitation what is and is not possible.”
I shook my head. “Dante knows what you can do. He would have told me—”
Zo opened his mouth, but I didn’t give him a chance to speak.
“Dante would have told me,” I repeated. “And I trust Dante.”
“Really? Are you sure?” Zo strummed a dark chord and something deep inside of me responded to the resonance. “Or do you just remember trusting him?”
“I know I don’t trust you,” I said.
Zo looked hurt. “But you should. I’ve been more open with you than with anyone else. I want us to be able to trust each other.”
I edged away from him, shaking my head. “There’s nothing you can say that will make me trust you.”
“Not even if I tell you that I can restore Valerie’s sanity?”
I thought of Valerie, sitting alone in her room, looking out a window that was covered with an unbreakable diamond pattern, watching and waiting for something only she could see. Waiting for her Pirate King to come save her. My heart seized up.
Zo touched the strings of his guitar again, coaxing a strange note to life.
I narrowed my eyes at him. “Don’t—”
But that was the only word I managed to say before the landscape froze around me, locking me in place. The gray stone of the conservatory floor folded in on itself, turning from an ocean into a rippling wave before narrowing into a line of midnight black. At the same time, the plastic plants rushed toward me, only to flatten into two-dimensional cutout triangles atop thick brown rectangles. The diamond-pane glass dissipated as the late afternoon sunlight that poured inside seemed to grow in scope, pushing through the gray with heavy golden beams as thick as pillars. The whole thing reminded me of a child’s drawing—crude and jagged around the edges.
Even Zo looked strangely flattened and outlined, a smear of green and black and gold. His guitar was disproportionately large compared to his body, the neck as thick as a tree trunk.
I stared at him in growing astonishment and horror. I’d seen him like this before. Valerie had drawn a picture of Zo—complete with his flyaway hair and his manic, wide grin—and taped it to the wall next to her bed. He watches over me, she had said. He keeps me safe from prowlers and predators.
She couldn’t see past the fractures in her mind to realize that Zo was the predator.
The strange note split into two, then three, then more until it had grown into a song. The sound rose in volume, seeming to spiral upward higher and higher toward the climax of the song. I wanted to close my eyes; it sounded like a scream. But I couldn’t move.
And then the sound was gone. Cut off as completely as if I had turned off a radio. The heavy, blocky drawings softened into thin lines; the sunlight lost its white-hot glow, returning to a more natural dusky yellow. The gray unrolled back into a stone floor and the trees melted back into three dimensions.
I was strangely aware of the space surrounding my body, of my own three-dimensionality.
“What did you do?”
“Valerie has such a fascinating mind. I’m sure she would want you to know what it’s like for her, how she sees the world now that she’s—”
I shot Zo a murderous look, and he paused.
“Well, let’s just say she’s more open to the possibilities around her than she used to be. You, on the other hand . . .”
“What? I’m what?” I demanded.
“You’ll be a harder nut to crack,” Zo said.
“That sounded like a threat.”
“Did it?” Zo’s eyebrows rose in feigned surprise. “I meant it as a promise.”
I ground my teeth together. “I told you before: Stay away from me. Stay away from my friends.”
“But Valerie wants me close to her,” Zo said with an innocent smile. “And how can I deny her anything she wants?”
“She wants to be well,” I countered. “If you can give her what she wants, why don’t you give her that?”
“Do you always get what you want, Abby?”
I thought back to that terrible moment on the bank when I stood before the open hourglass door. I’d begged Dante not to go through it, even as I knew he had to. I thought of Emery College, of Jason, Valerie, Hannah—and then deliberately closed the door on those thoughts. I couldn’t afford to be distracted right now.
“Life is all about balance,” Zo said almost gently as he leaned the guitar on the floor by his feet. “You know that. Though Leo lied about many things, he told the truth about that. And sometimes, to maintain that balance, you have to make sacrifices. You know that too. Of course you want Valerie to be well—we all do, don’t we?—but now isn’t the time.”
“Why not?”
“I need her this way,” he said, the gentleness gone from his voice.
“What?” I snapped out a harsh laugh. “Broken?”
“Accessible.”
A horrible word filled my mouth. I wished I could say it—I wanted to say it—but instead I clicked my teeth together, feeling a numbing tingle in the back of my jaw.
Zo smiled. He reached out his hand to my face, but I flinched back, avoiding his touch. “If you want to play this game, Abby, you really need to work on hiding your thoughts. You’re worse than Valerie—and she welcomes me with open arms.”
I remained silent, focusing on my breathing, on schooling my features into a flat mask of indifference. Inside, though, hot rivers of hate simmered.
“Better,” Zo nodded, studying me with his dark shark’s eyes. “Much better.”
“Tell me how to heal Valerie,” I said.
“No.”
“Tell me where she is.”
“No.”
“Then we have nothing more to discuss.” I stood up from the edge of the fountain and walked away from Zo without looking back.
***
Once outside the conservatory door, I leaned against the wall and wrapped my arms around myself. My mind wouldn’t settle down enough for me to make sense of what had happened. I squeezed my eyes shut, hoping to find enough stability within myself to move forward.
Exhaustion climbed onto my back and draped its heavy weights over my shoulders and arms. Would this day never end? I’d had the best—Dante’s kiss—and the worst—Zo’s unexpected arrival—and everything in between. All I wanted to do now was go home and sleep for a week. But I knew I couldn’t. There was still too much to do.
I pushed myself away from the wall and headed for the front door. On my way, I stopped by Dr. Blair’s office. She sat upright in her chair behind her desk like a doll that had been placed there to simply wait for someone to come back and grant her life. I crept forward and grabbed my bag and my phone from the love seat. I half expected her to stop me or ask me what I was doing, but she kept her hands flat on the desk, and her unfocused eyes never moved toward me. I heard soft music coming from the hidden speakers and I immediately plugged my ears. If that was Zo’s song, I didn’t want to hear it. I didn’t want to risk my memories.
I kept my hands over my ears until I was all the way out of the hospital and standing on the sidewalk. Only then did I exhale and lower my hands. I opened my phone and called Natalie’s house. It was a lot later than I had thought. The sun was just a sliver on the horizon, and the night’s shadows had already appeared around the parked cars and tall trees.
Natalie answered on the first ring. “Where are you?” she asked by way of greeting. “I’ve been calling you for the last twenty minutes.”
“I’m still at the hospital,” I said. “Dr. Blair confiscated my phone. I need a ride home. Is Dante still with you?”
“No, but—”
“He’s not? Where is he?”
“He’s actually on his way to get you, but—”
“But what, Nat?” I asked wearily, hearing and hating the bite in my voice.
“V and Valerie just showed up here.”
I held the phone away from my ear and looked at it as though it had started transmitting in a foreign language. Natalie kept talking and I could hear her clearly.
“I don’t know what to do, Abby. They just showed up at my house and V said that Zo was with you and then Dante ran out of here without saying anything and now they’re in my room and—”
“Hold on, Natalie. Slow down.” I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to stop the headache before it crashed into my skull. “When did V show up?”
“I told you—like, twenty minutes ago.”
“And Valerie was with him, right? And she’s okay?”
“Well, she was with him, but she’s not doing great. She locked herself in the bathroom and she keeps calling for somebody named the Pirate King.”
I groaned. “Okay, listen. Keep V away from Valerie for now—” A car pulled into the lot. I recognized the growl of the engine and starting jogging across the lawn to meet it. “Oh good, Dante just showed up. Hang on. We’ll be right there. And don’t worry, Natalie. It’ll be okay. I promise.”
I flipped the phone shut and dropped it in my bag without breaking stride.
Dante stepped out of the car and ran toward me, his long legs covering the distance faster than I could. When he reached me, he swept me up in a hug that lifted me off my feet. “Abby, are you all right?” he asked, setting me back on the ground. He ran his hands over my shoulders, down my arms, and then back up to my neck. His eyes searched every inch of my face, his expression alternating between worry and relief.
Even in my present state of exhaustion and terror, I still felt that familiar tingle of electricity when Dante touched me. “I’m fine,” I said, feeling myself already start to calm down now that we were together. “Zo didn’t do anything to me.”
“Are you sure you’re all right? V said Zo had his guitar with him.”
“Yeah, well, V didn’t stick around very long once Zo showed up.” I continued toward the car, Dante walking with me. “You were right to be suspicious of V. Zo said he told V to tell me that story about how he’d turned on Zo and walked away. I shouldn’t have trusted him.”
Dante opened the car door for me and then slipped into the driver’s seat. “Your mother called Natalie while you were gone,” he said, pulling out of the parking lot. “You should call her back.”
“And tell her what, exactly? That the former drummer of a rock band kidnapped my best friend from a mental hospital and I’ll be home right after I do damage control?” I held my phone in my hand, but didn’t move to call. I studied Dante’s profile in the fading light. “You don’t seem particularly surprised by the fact that V lied to me.”
Dante glanced at me. “Call your mother. See if she’ll let you stay at Natalie’s tonight.”
“What about V?”
Dante turned left at the corner. “Don’t worry about V. I’ve taken care of it.”
“What did you do? What are you not telling me?” I asked.
“I didn’t hurt him. We simply came to an agreement about what needs to happen from this point on.”
I waited one more moment to see if Dante would say anything else. When he didn’t, I flipped open my phone and called home. “Hi, Mom? Yeah, I’m okay. Sorry I didn’t call sooner. Um, is it okay if I stay at Natalie’s tonight?”



Chapter 23
Natalie’s room was chaos. When Dante and I walked in, Valerie was singing in the bathroom, V was sulking in the corner, and Natalie was in tears.
I had one moment to take in the scene before everyone started talking at once.
“You’re back!” Natalie bounded off her bed and ran to me. “Thank goodness. I don’t know what to do—”
V stood up at the same time and pointed at Natalie. “She won’t let me near Valerie, and—”
Dante crossed the small room in two quick strides. “I told you to be quiet—”
“At least Valerie has stopped crying—” Natalie said, wiping away her own tears.
“You don’t understand anything—” V said, shoving Dante in the shoulder.
Dante shoved him back. “I understand you deserted Abby at the first sign of trouble—”
“I knew Abby would be fine. Valerie was my first priority—”
“Who is this Pirate King she keeps talking about?” Natalie asked.
“Were you supposed to deliver Abby into Zo’s hands?” Dante roared at V. “Was that your plan?”
V’s face paled and he sat down under the force of Dante’s anger. “No, I—”
I dropped my bag by the door and held up my hands. “Everybody just calm down.” The headache I had tried to ward off earlier had ignored my efforts and now crouched behind my eyes. “Please. Just . . . be quiet for a minute.”
“Abby, please, I can explain—” V started.
“No,” I barked, pointing my finger at him. “I don’t want to hear it. You stay there and don’t say anything.” I turned to Dante. “Make sure he doesn’t go anywhere. And if he does, bring him back. I’m not done with him yet.”
I turned to Natalie, who was still standing next to me, and gave her a hug. “I’m so sorry this mess ended up at your house. I know you didn’t ask for this, but thank you for handling it.”
Natalie hugged me back. “I’m just glad I was the one who found them on the doorstep. I don’t know how I could explain this to anyone else.”
“Tell me about it,” I commiserated with a smile. Crossing the room, I knocked on the bathroom door. “Valerie, can I come in?”
“What’s the password?” she said.
I looked to Natalie and Dante, who both shrugged. “She’s been asking that all night, but I don’t know what she wants to hear,” Natalie said. “I’ve tried everything I can think of. She won’t open the door.”
I tested the doorknob. Locked.
“You can’t come in without the password,” Valerie sang out.
I suddenly had an idea. I wasn’t sure it would work, but given the late hour and the high stress, I was willing to try anything. “Valerie?” I called through the door again.
“That’s not the password,” she said with a laugh.
“I know it’s not. But I don’t need a password.”
“You don’t?” She sounded surprised.
“No. I have something better. I have a key. Remember when you kept the key I threw away? You said you’d give it back to me when I asked for it. Well, I’m asking for it.”
Silence from the bathroom.
“You do still have the key, right?” I asked.
“Of course I do,” she said hotly. “It’s right here in my pocket.”
“That’s good. Would you mind using it to unlock the door?”
The lock popped and the door slowly swung open. Valerie’s eyes were wide and her mouth opened in an O of astonishment. “It worked,” she breathed. She looked down at her empty hand, then held it out to me. “Here’s your key back.”
I lifted the invisible key from her palm and made a show of slipping it into my pocket. “Thank you for keeping it safe for me.”
“I knew it was an important key,” Valerie said, awed, “but I didn’t know it could open any door. You better not lose it again.”
I smiled at her like we were sharing a secret. “I won’t let it out of my sight.”
Valerie grinned and then rubbed at her eyes. “I’m tired. Can I go to sleep now?”
“Of course you can,” I said. I handed her off to Natalie and caught Dante’s eye. Jerking my head toward the hallway, I opened the door. Dante grabbed V’s arm and hauled him to his feet, dragging him out of the bedroom.
Valerie took off her bathrobe and crawled into Natalie’s bed. “Tell me a story?” she asked. “I don’t want to have bad dreams tonight.”
“Okay,” Natalie said, sitting on the edge of the bed “Um, once upon a time . . .”
I closed the bedroom door behind me and then rounded on V. “What were you thinking? Where did you take her? And why did you come to Natalie’s house, of all places?”
V tried to back up, but Dante was standing behind him and wouldn’t let him move. “When Zo showed up, I panicked. I just . . . I didn’t think. I jumped to the bank and I took Valerie with me.”
“You took her to the bank?” I hissed. “Why? Because Zo told you to?”
“What? No!” V looked stricken. “I told you—I don’t have anything to do with him anymore.”
I folded my arms and stared at him until he shifted his gaze away from me.
“Yes, taking her to the bank was part of the plan, but it was my plan. Not Zo’s. I thought . . . I thought if the shock of going there once was what cracked her, then maybe going there again would snap her back to herself.”
“That was a dangerous risk,” Dante said.
“I know. But I didn’t know what else to do.” He looked over my shoulder at the closed bedroom door. “It didn’t work anyway.”
“Why bring her to Natalie’s?”
“Because I knew Dante would be here.”
I met Dante’s eyes over V’s shoulder and raised my eyebrows.
“What do you want with me?” he asked, turning V’s back to the wall so we could both face him.
“All I want is to help Valerie,” he said in a low voice. “And if taking her to the bank didn’t work, then maybe taking her through the door will.”
“Is that why you agreed to build the door?” I asked. “So you could use it for your own purposes?”
“In part,” V admitted, looking at me. “But only as a last resort. I built it because we had a deal, Abby. I did my part, and you did yours.” His eyes flicked to Dante. “You got what you wanted. I just want the same thing.”
“The door won’t work for you,” Dante said flatly.
“Why not? I built it according to your directions—”
“No, you didn’t,” Dante interrupted. “You built it wrong. If it hadn’t been for Abby, I would never have made it out of that darkness.”
V’s face paled, his dark eyes the almost-purple shade of bruises. “Whatever it was I did wrong, it was an accident, I swear. You have to believe me.”
“Why do you think taking Valerie through the door will heal her?” I asked. Information was coming at me too fast. It was hard to know who to believe, who to trust. My mind felt heavy with sleep, but I shook it off. I couldn’t give in just yet.
“I don’t know that it will,” V said. “But both times she’s been to the bank, someone else has taken her. Maybe that’s part of the problem. Maybe if she can travel there like we did, it’ll help her.”
I looked to Dante. “What do you think? Is it possible?”
Dante brushed his hair out of his eyes. A stillness filled the hallway as he considered the questions.
“It’s possible,” he said finally. “It’s not my first choice, though.” His gray eyes turned to steel as he looked at V. “You were sent through the door against your will. You didn’t choose this life. None of us chose this. Will you be the one to send Valerie through that same door against her will? What gives you the right to choose this life for her?”
“It’s a better life than she has now,” V said. “You’ve seen her. Who would want a life like that? Besides, what alternative does she have?”
I thought about my grand plan to wait for that split second when the true Valerie peeked through one of the cracks and then take her picture. It was as dangerous and fragile a plan as V’s was, and it carried the same risks. I slumped against the wall, my memory filled with the vision Zo had shown me of Valerie’s mind.
“She could stay in the hospital,” I said slowly, “and grow old and die like a regular person.”
“Exactly,” V said. “If we don’t at least try, then she’ll be in that hospital for the rest of her life. She’ll never get better.”
“But if we do try, and it doesn’t work, then she’ll never get better—and she’ll never die.” I closed my eyes against the horrible thought of Valerie living for five hundred years or more in the state she was in.
“It’s been a long day,” Dante said, reaching out to me and drawing me close. “We don’t have to decide anything tonight.”
The weariness I’d been holding at bay for the last few hours broke through my defenses until my body felt like it was weighed down with sandbags. Now that my eyes were closed, I didn’t think I had the energy to open them again.
I heard the bedroom door open and shut and then Natalie’s voice say, “Let’s put her on the couch in the living room.”
I felt Dante’s strong arms behind my knees as he lifted me off my feet.
And then the twin wings of exhaustion and sleep swept over me and carried me away into darkness.
***
For the first time in a long time, I didn’t have any dreams. I slept in complete, unbroken darkness, and when I finally woke the next day, I felt more like myself. A quiet calm had replaced the turmoil from yesterday. My mind was clear. I still didn’t have all the answers, but I felt like I could face the questions again.
I stretched my fingers and toes to their limits and yawned until my jaw cracked.
Footsteps thumped down the stairs. I quickly pulled the blanket up to my neck. I’d slept in my clothes, and they were rumpled and wrinkled. I wondered if I would have time for a shower, or at least a chance to change clothes, before I had to face the demands of the day.
Dante rounded the corner, carrying a plate of toast in one hand and a glass of orange juice in the other.
My stomach rumbled loudly and I looked up, embarrassed. “Sorry,” I said.
Dante set the food down on the coffee table and sat on the couch by my feet. “Don’t be. It’s actually almost lunchtime. I thought you might be hungry.”
I sat up and grabbed a triangle of toast and ate half of it in a single bite. “’Sgood,” I mumbled around the crumbs. “Thanks.”
“You did some amazing things yesterday,” Dante said as I swallowed the juice. “We are all in your debt. Especially me.”
I set the juice glass down. “It was a pretty hectic day. How is everyone else holding up?” I tilted my head, realizing just then how quiet the house was. “Where is everyone, anyway?”
“Natalie is upstairs with Valerie, who is surprisingly docile today. V and Leo are at the Dungeon waiting for us, but I wanted to let you sleep as long as possible.”
I yawned again. “I could probably sleep longer if given the chance.”
“I’m afraid you might not have that luxury.”
I twisted on the couch until my back was against the armrest and my knees propped up under the blanket. “Why do you say that?”
Dante’s eyes were as gray as ice. “Leo and I had a long talk last night about everything that’s happened. We went to the bank. We looked into the river.” He took a breath. “We had to make some hard decisions.”
“And what did you decide?” I asked, afraid that I wasn’t going to like the answer.
“We decided I need to restore the door to its proper working condition. We’ll need it to open directly to the bank again.”
“What?” My knees flattened as I sat straight up. “I thought we agreed it was too dangerous for V to take Valerie through the door.”
Dante shrugged. “We did. And it is. But things have changed.”
“Like what?” I asked, worried that Zo had been busy while I’d been asleep. “What’s changed?”
“I have.” Dante’s mouth flattened into a grim line. “When Leo went to the bank, I went with him so I could study the river, see how the possibilities of V’s idea would flow and change—I needed to see if there was even a chance that it might work—but all I saw were the ripples on the surface.” He shook his head. “I can’t see downstream anymore. I can’t see down to the deeper currents of how events connect. I can’t
 see where they lead. It’s like I’ve gone blind.”
I remembered Valerie’s story about the Pirate King and the River Policeman and saw again in my memory the thin silver buttons in the palm of her hand. I didn’t want that part of the story to be true. I leaned forward and gently touched the gold chains around Dante’s wrists. His skin was cold under my fingers. “Do you think it’s because of this?”
“I don’t know. Maybe,” Dante said. “Or maybe I lost my ability in the darkness between doors.”
“Do you really need to see downstream?” I asked, trying to look on the bright side. “I mean, with Zo running free, isn’t it more important to follow him through the past instead of the future?”
“Zo wasn’t the only one I was watching in the river,” Dante said, looking at me pointedly.
“Leo said I wasn’t supposed to ask you what you saw about me in the river,” I said, giving Dante my own pointed look in return.
“How am I supposed to keep you safe if I don’t know what’s waiting for you?” he asked.
“The same way everyone else does it. I mean, not every girl is lucky enough to have a boyfriend who can see the future and manipulate time.” I shrugged with a smile. “It’ll be okay, Dante. We’ll stick together, and when trouble shows up, we’ll face it together.”
He was quiet, his eyes cloudy with thought.
“Just tell me what you need to tell me, Dante. I can take it.” I covered his hand with mine. I could feel his swift heartbeat along his wrist. “I’m not afraid of the truth.”
“I know,” Dante said. “Sometimes I think you’re not afraid of anything.”
“Well, if you must know, I’m not such a big fan of spiders.” I was glad to see Dante’s smile widen into a grin and to hear his soft laugh.
Both faded away too quickly for my liking. “What is it? What’s wrong?” I asked.
Dante clenched his jaw and kept his eyes fixed on the empty space between us. “I tried to restore your family for you.”
Hope flared into life inside me, releasing a flurry of questions. “You did? When? What happened?”
“It was the first thing I did after you fell asleep. I wanted you to wake up to good news.”
I pushed back the blanket and moved to stand up. Natalie had a phone in her room; I could call home. I couldn’t wait to hear my dad’s voice again or talk to Hannah. “Why didn’t you tell me that first?”
“Because it didn’t work.”
Dante’s words cut through my excitement. I sat back down slowly, the blanket clutched in my fist. “It didn’t?”
Dante shook his head. “I thought all I would have to do was find that moment when Zo interfered in your parents’ life and then set things right. But it wasn’t that easy.”
“Why not? It seemed pretty easy for Zo to change whatever he wanted.”
“I don’t think it was that easy for Zo either. Since he couldn’t touch your timeline directly, he had to follow the path of your life back to a point where he could intervene. He followed the links back to when your parents met, and then he changed something—I don’t know what. And when Zo changed that single event, he set off a chain reaction that he hoped would result in your parents never meeting, thus erasing you from existence.”
“But my parents did meet. They even got married. It was Hannah who was erased.” Just saying it out loud made my heart ache with pain. I frowned. “Why didn’t you just reverse the chain reaction?”
“No one’s life follows a single, straight path. Events bend and twist, branching off into unexpected directions and forming unexpected connections.”
Understanding dawned on me. “And since you couldn’t see how events unfolded downstream . . .”
“I didn’t know which connection was the right one to restore.” He curled his hand into a fist. “I couldn’t risk setting off another chain reaction. I didn’t want to make it worse for you.”
“Then, if you can’t fix it, how will I get my family back?”
Dante was quiet, his attention focused on the crisscrossed pattern on the blanket crumpled in my fist. His fingers traced the path of my veins along the back of my hand. When he looked up at me again, his eyes were as serious as I’d ever seen them.
“When I gave you the plans for the door, did you find the note I left for you on the last page?”
“Yes.” I remembered every word he’d written. “You asked me if I was willing to live without limits.”
“And are you?”
“Of course,” I answered, confused. “Isn’t that what you wanted? Isn’t that why you gave me the plans? So I could build the door?”
Dante tugged at my hand until he had pulled me close enough to kiss. But instead of touching my lips with his, he touched his finger to the locket around my neck. “I gave you the plans for the same reason I gave you the key inside this locket. So that when the time came, you would have everything you needed to make your choice.”
My heart pounded so hard it felt on the edge of breaking. “Last time, I had to choose between you and Zo and it almost killed me. What choice are you asking me to make this time?”
“Whether or not you really are willing to live without limits. Whether or not you’ll be brave enough to use the door once I fix it.”



Chapter 24
If you go through the door,” Dante said, “know that you’ll be bound to the bank, just as I was. As Leo is. It’s not an easy life. You’ll have to find your own balance. You’ll have to make sacrifices.”
My body trembled at the implications of Dante’s words. I’d been to the bank both in person and in my dreams and I’d hated everything about it. I’d seen what being exiled from time had done to Leo’s life. I thought about Lizzy and how she had lost her father to the river and didn’t even know it. If I did go through the door, I would have to leave behind everything, my entire life. And though I could return and visit my family and friends, it would only be for a short time.
Dante had said that no one had knowingly and willingly chosen that path. Would I?
“You think that if I go through the door, I’ll be able to restore my family,” I said as a half-statement, half-question.
He nodded. “You’ll be able to see the connections that I can’t because they are part of your family and thus part of your timeline. And once we know how the connections fit together, we can reverse what Zo did without fear of making it worse.”
My true family was fractured—my parents divorced, my sister nonexistent. Did I dare walk into the darkness behind the door if I knew that when I came back, they would be whole?
“What happens if I don’t go?” I asked, numbness prickling the pads of my fingers.
“I don’t know,” he said. “But I do know that the barriers between the bank and the river are weakening. We’ve both felt it. Even V and Leo have noticed it. Maybe, between the four of us, we can keep them from breaking.” His eyes never wavered from mine. “I’m afraid that if the walls break, it may not be possible for you to use the door at all. Your family may be lost forever.”
I sat back against the couch and pulled the blanket up to my chin as though it could protect me from the horrible possibility Dante had laid in front of me.
When Dante had given me the plans and asked me to join him, I hadn’t thought much beyond the promise of being with him again. I had thought building the time machine would be an adventure and something I could do that would somehow help Dante protect the river from Zo. I had even imagined the moment when I would walk through the door and straight back into Dante’s arms. But I’d forgotten the harsh truth of the time machine—it wouldn’t take me anywhere I wanted to go, it would only take me to the bank.
The barren bank that could crush a soul and crack a mind.
I didn’t know why I hadn’t made that connection until now.
If I went through the door, I’d be stepping onto the bank, risking my life and my sanity. But if I didn’t go, then Zo would break down the barriers and erase not only my family but the whole world, washing it away so he could remake it according to his will.
I blinked as tears started trickling down my face, quickly turning from a few drops to an endless stream.
“I know it’s a hard choice,” Dante said, wiping his thumb across my cheek as fast as the tears fell. “I’m sorry to have to ask you to make it. I wouldn’t ask it of you at all if it weren’t so important.”
“I just want my family back.” I felt a brittleness settle into my body, my skin as taut and sharp as glass. “Why do I have to make the choice?”
“Because only you can close this loop.”
I huffed in frustration. “Leo said something about that too, but I didn’t understand his explanation. What does that even mean?”
Dante gathered his stillness around him as effortlessly as he gathered me into his arms. “Maybe the best way for me to explain it is to tell you a story. Close your eyes and pretend we’re under that tree on the hillside.”
I did as he asked, relaxing into his embrace and nestling closer to his side. I folded my arms against my chest as though I could keep my heart from breaking. “What’s the story about?”
“What all good stories are about: a boy and a girl and how they met.”
I sniffled a little and wiped away a stray tear. “If this is about how you and I met, then I know this story.”
“You know the story of how we met that day at school.” Dante smoothed his hand over my hair and pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “This is the story of the first time I saw you.”
I stilled as though I had turned to stone. “Isn’t that the same story?”
“No,” Dante said softly and tilted my face toward his. “It isn’t.”
I opened my eyes to see his gray eyes turn the silver-blue of the stars at dawn.
“This story begins in Italy, long ago. I was locked in a dungeon cell, fighting what I feared would be a losing battle for my sanity while I waited to learn my fate. And then, one day, I saw a girl standing in the doorway of the prison. She had the face of an angel.” He gently traced his finger across my forehead, around the edge of my eye, down the slope of my cheek, and along my jaw before coming to rest on my chin. His thumb traced my lower lip. “She had this face.”
I didn’t dare breathe. His touch left fire tingling inside me.
“I’d never seen her before that moment. I didn’t know her name or who she was or why she was there, but when her eyes met mine, I felt . . .” He closed his eyes, the memory moving across his face, smoothing away the lines of worry around his mouth and eyes. “It was like the roof had been ripped away and taken all the shadows with it. Like I’d been granted one last glimpse of the summer sun.”
I felt a tremor start deep inside my body, rippling outward. I had seen that same moment in the river: a girl standing in a doorway, looking into a dungeon. Was it possible that girl had been looking for Dante? Was it possible that girl was me?
Dante opened his eyes. “The guards pulled her away and she was gone, but it didn’t matter. I had caught a glimpse of heaven, and I held on to it all the way through the darkness, all the way through the door, and all the way to the bank. When Leo taught me about the river, it wasn’t long before I started seeing that angel’s face again in its liquid depths. This time, though, she wasn’t looking for me, I was looking for her. And I finally found her one snowy January day at her school auditorium.”
“You were covered with snowflakes that day,” I said, my voice low, my memories spiraling back to the past.
“And you were as beautiful as I remembered you.”
“But how could that girl you saw back then be me?”
“Because when faced with the choice you’re facing right now, you chose to go back.”
I blinked in surprise and then sat up, pushing away from Dante. “Wait a minute. So you’re saying I’ve already made this decision? What about all that business about how you don’t know what’s going to happen downstream? If you already know what I’m going to do, then why should I bother making any choices at all?” My tears evaporated in a heat of rage. “I guess my life is already planned out, huh?”
“No, Abby, it’s not like that. You still have your free will. Your choices still matter. In fact, yours might matter most of all.” He ran his hands through his hair, his mouth a tight line of frustration. “In one sense that moment has already happened—I remember seeing you in the doorway of that prison—but in another sense it hasn’t happened yet because you haven’t yet gone back to the past to stand in that doorway. And it won’t happen until you actually make your choice and do whatever it is you’re going to do.”
“So, if I decide not to go through the door, then you won’t have seen me in the doorway?”
“That’s right. But I will still be sent through the door, and I will still end up on the bank with Leo. It’s just that if I don’t see you in the doorway, then I won’t go to the school that day to meet you.”
My emotions ran as hot and wild as my words. “But if you’d never met me, then you’d never have taken me to the bank, and then Zo never would have known about the door and how he could go back. He wouldn’t have gained the power to change the river.” I barked a harsh laugh. “He wouldn’t have changed my family at all—he wouldn’t have had any reason to!” I pressed my fists against my eyes, squeezing until my knuckles ached. It was too much to process. There was too much to think about.
“I can’t do this, Dante. I’m sorry. I’m just so tired. I just want my old life back,” I muttered.
The room was silent. The stillness that had been centered around Dante shattered. I imagined it was the same sound as a heart breaking.
“If that’s really what you want,” Dante said softly, “I can arrange that. If that would make you happy.”
My hot blood froze to ice in an instant. My memory flashed back to Zo sitting on a park bench, an impossible question on his lips: If you truly wish we’d never met, why haven’t you asked Dante to change things? He would do it; he’d do anything for you. Even if it meant endangering the river, or his own life.
Here was my chance to change things. And I wouldn’t even have to ask anyone to change anything for me. I could simply choose to go home, destroy the hinge buried in my sock drawer, and never look back. No door meant no Zo. Tomorrow I would wake up and I’d have my old life back. My parents. My sister, Hannah. Jason. The Valerie who lived with her parents and not in a mental hospital.
I would have everything.
Except Dante.
Zo’s voice reached out to me across my memory again: You can honestly say that you’d be happier without Dante in your life?
I pulled my fists away from my eyes, blinking away the pressure spots. Zo hadn’t given me a chance to answer that question, but I realized that the answer I would have given then was the same answer I felt now.
Without Dante in my life, whatever happiness I felt would be incomplete.
My family and Dante. I wanted both. I needed both.
If there was only one way it was possible to have both, then there was only one choice I could make.
Dante sat with his hands resting limply in his lap. “I understand, Abby, and I’ll leave if you ask me to. If that is your choice, I’ll go. I’m sorry for the pain I have caused you. Believe me, that was never my intention.” He leaned his elbows on his knees and dropped his head in his hands, his dark hair falling over his face. “But there will always be a part of me that will miss you forever, even if we never meet.”
Tears returned to my eyes, but this time they weren’t from anger or fear. They were tears that came from understanding the truth about myself and from realizing that what I had was exactly what I had wanted all along.
“Dante?” I said, touching his shoulder, my heart fluttering in amazement at what I was about to do. “If I choose to go back, then everything happens just as it has happened, right? We meet, we fall in love. Everything. The good and the bad.”
He nodded, but didn’t look up.
“And if I go back, you think we can restore my family and stop Zo from breaking down the barriers between the river and the bank, right?”
He nodded again. “That’s what I was trying to explain. If you go back and stand on that doorstep so I can see you before I go through the door, then everything unfolds along this path we’ve already traveled. But that moment is also what will close the loop and protect not only this part of the river but the past as well. And once the loop is closed, the river will be locked in place and protected all the way back to da Vinci. No one will be able to change it again. Not even Zo.”
“That’s why you said that our best chance of stopping him would be to let him go,” I said. “Because if I let him go, then I would let you go as well, and I’d be more likely to build the door that would take me back to that crucial moment when you saw me on the doorstep of the prison.”
Dante lifted his head and looked at me, admiration flickering in the depths of his eyes. “Exactly. Abby, seeing you then was what saved me during that long journey through the time machine. Having you in my life now is what has saved me here.” He touched the locket at my neck before reaching for my hand. He kissed my fingers and then pressed my palm flat against his chest, covering my hand with his own. “My heart and my life have always been in your hands.”
“I promised you I would keep them safe,” I said, my heart beating hard and fast in my throat. “What would you like me to do?”
Dante shook his head. “I told V that it would be wrong for him to choose a life for Valerie without her fully understanding what was waiting for her on the other side,” he said quietly. “You have all the information. You know the stakes. The black door changed everything about my life. It will change everything about yours, too. But I won’t force you to make this decision. It must be your choice.”
I pressed my palm against his cheek. “My life changed the moment I met you,” I said simply. “I don’t want to lose that moment. I want to have met you, Dante. I want you in my life. And if going through the door means I can save my family and stop Zo and be with you, then it’s an easy choice. I choose you. I choose yes.”



Chapter 25
Dante’s kiss stole my breath away. He kept saying my name between kisses, his hands cupping my face. The nearness of his body ignited a fire within me, burning away whatever lingering doubts I might have had.
He swept his hands down my neck, resting them on my shoulders, his thumbs meeting in the hollow of my throat. His eyes were as bright as a sunrise. “I love you, Abby. I think I could live the rest of my life and never know the depths of you.”
He kissed me one last time, at once so gentle and so deep that I saw stars in the darkness behind my eyes.
Some distant time later, I finally opened my eyes to see Dante smiling at me.
“I love you, too,” I said, only then realizing how inadequate those small words were to express all the emotion I was carrying in my heart.
I slipped my hand into his, and together we went upstairs.
Natalie was making sandwiches in the kitchen and Valerie sat at the counter, coloring a picture with a fat crayon in her fist. A rainbow of discarded colors cluttered the countertop around her. She hummed a tune through her nose and dangled her bare feet from the tall stool where she sat.
“Oh, good, you’re up,” Natalie said, sliding one of two grilled cheese sandwiches onto a plate. “Are you guys hungry?”
“As long as it’s quick,” I said, my stomach rumbling. I picked up the sandwich and took a bite out of it. The hot cheese burned my mouth but it tasted delicious.
“Where are you going in such a hurry?” Natalie asked.
“She’s going back home,” Valerie chimed in, the tip of her tongue poking out of her mouth. “I hope she makes it okay, though, because it won’t be as easy as she thinks. See, I drew a picture.”
Valerie held up the sheet of paper proudly. The top third of the paper was filled with small golden stars linked together with thick yellow lines. The bottom third had been colored in bright blue until it looked like an ocean. A brown boat with a mast and a sail bobbed between the peaks of two waves. A crude skull and crossbones hovered above the boat. In the middle of the paper was a stick-figure girl with ragged brown hair standing in front of a door that had been colored solid black.
“Is that me?” I asked, pointing to the girl, unsettled.
“For now,” Valerie said slyly. She turned the picture upside down and studied the image critically.
The three of us exchanged a heavy glance.
“Is that what I think it is?” Natalie asked, stepping closer to us. “Because it looks like Dante’s description of the black door.”
I nodded. “We’re going to fix it so I can use it to save my family.”
To Natalie’s credit, she took that bit of information in stride. “So what’s up with the pirate ship?”
“It’s Zo,” I said. “He’s the Pirate King.”
Valerie’s head snapped up. “I told you not to say his name! I told you, but you did it anyway. Why did you do that?” She curled the edges of the picture in her hands, fretting and anxious. She tapped the boat with her finger. “The Pirate King knows where you are. He knows where you’re going. He’s on his way to meet you. You have to hurry.”
Natalie dropped the pan on the stove with a clang. She scooped up the second sandwich and handed it to Dante. “Go.”
“We’ll be at the Dungeon. That’s where the door is,” I said to Natalie, giving her a quick hug. “Thank you for everything, Nat. You’re the best friend I could have asked for.” I held back the tears that appeared in my eyes. “If I don’t see you again—”
“Don’t talk like that. No good-byes. Just . . . do what you have to.”
I nodded and gave her one more hug. Then I hurried after Dante, who had reached the front door in three strides and was holding it open for me.
“Yo, ho, yo, ho, a pirate’s life for me,” sang out Valerie as Dante closed the door.
We quickly stopped by my house to pick up the hinge. Dante would be able to work around V’s mistakes, but there would be no point if we couldn’t open the door.
As I exited my room with the brass machine heavy in my hands, I couldn’t help but peek into Hannah’s room one last time. It was still perfectly presented, right down to the matching pillows on the bed, but the entire room was simply a shell, void of life. I curled my fingers around the three prongs of the hinge. With luck, I would be able to return this room to its rightful owner and fill it with the life I knew belonged there.
My heart twisted a little as I realized that, with Mom at work, I wouldn’t be able to say good-bye to her. I held on to the thought that soon enough I’d be back home with my family and they would be whole, complete, and safe.
Coming down the stairs, I saw Dante waiting for me in the front room and I was hit with a peculiar déjà vu. I remembered the first time I had seen him standing at the bottom of the stairs waiting for me. So much had happened since that day when he had unexpectedly arrived to take me to breakfast. So many memories I didn’t want to forget. So many memories I wanted to save.
“Are you ready?” he asked me.
I looked down at the hinge in my hands. My heart answered before my mouth did, and I was glad that they both said the same thing. “Yes,” I replied. “I am.”
***
The empty lot looked strangely ominous as Dante pulled up alongside the curb. I knew it was just my imagination, but I thought I saw a flicker of light shining up from the basement.
“How long will it take you to fix what you need to on the door?” I asked as Dante helped me out of the car.
“Not long,” he said, moving to the back of the car and unlocking the trunk. “Luckily, none of the changes I need to make are time-sensitive ones. I should be able to restore the door to its proper working order—as well as fix the mistakes V made—by adding a few images and modifying the ones V misplaced.”
I shaded my eyes and looked around the rubble. As far as I could tell, we were alone, but Valerie had said Zo was on his way. I hoped we had made it here first.
Dante lifted a toolbox from the trunk. “At least we know the hinge works, so that’s good.”
He took my hand and headed for the hole in the ground that led to the basement.
I didn’t move, though, and Dante stopped only a few feet from me. He turned back to look at me. A light wind ruffled his dark hair, loosening that unruly lock so it fell across his eyes.
“Dante? Will . . . will it hurt, do you think?”
His eyes softened and he set down the toolbox. Returning to my side, he rubbed his hands over my arms. “No, love, no, it won’t hurt. It will be dark. And cold. But whatever pain I felt from traveling through the door came from these”—he touched the chains on his wrist—“and you won’t have them.” He pulled me close to his chest. “It will be over before you know it. And I’ll be waiting for you on the other side.”
I closed my eyes briefly. I took a breath and exhaled it, forcing my fear to go with it. “Promise?”
“I promise.”
“Okay,” I said quietly.
Dante picked up the toolbox again but kept his arm around my shoulder while we walked to the basement.
The gaping hole still smelled oddly like smoke even though I knew the inferno that had devoured the Dungeon had happened weeks ago. A flurry of footprints were scattered around the opening, sharp heel prints and smudged toes alternating in the ash.
“Leo and V should be here already,” Dante said, kicking the dirt off the first step. “I told them to wait for us.”
I followed him down the curving steps to the basement floor, my heart seeming to skip a beat for every step I took. I counted them one through ten, and when I reached the bottom, my courage had returned. I smiled, thinking that Jason’s counting trick had worked its magic again.
“Dante,” Leo called, holding up his hand in greeting. “Is everything all right?”
Leo had cleaned the basement as best he could, clearing away as much of the debris and clutter as possible. His hands were black with soot and a line of it streaked across his cheek, another across his forehead.
“Abby agreed, so, yes, I think so.” Dante set the toolbox down with a puff of dust. “But we don’t have much time.”
“Why not?” V asked, standing up from where he had been crouching next to the freestanding door frame.
“Valerie said Zo was on his way here,” I said.
Leo frowned. “He’s coming here? When? Now?”
V smiled, a strange gleam shining in his dark eyes. “Good. Then it’s time to make him pay.” He moved swiftly to my side, gripping my arm with a strong hand. He spoke in an undertone, so quietly that no one else heard him. “Remember—when he shows up, you hold him in place. I’ll take care of the rest.”
“Wait, I—” I stammered.
But before I could finish, V was already back at Dante’s side, standing by the door, helping him lay out the tools Dante would need to fix and finish the black door.
Leo must have seen my worry from across the room because he gestured for me to come join him.
I stepped lightly around the door frame, skirting the blackened wood. For all that I was about to cross that threshold, I felt strangely reluctant to touch it before I had to.
I sat down next to Leo on a square of white-and-gold marble. I held the hinge on my lap, unwilling to let it out of my hands. “This is nice,” I commented, tracing my fingers over one of the veins of gold running through the stone.
“It’s one of the few things that survived the fire,” Leo said. “I’m glad it did. It was a gift from an old friend. He tried to teach me the art of sculpture, but somehow my pieces never turned out quite right. I never seemed to end up with what I wanted. My friend made it look so easy. When I asked him what his secret was, he said, ‘I saw the angel in the marble and carved until I set him free.’”
“Sometimes it’s hard to see the ending from the beginning,” I said, watching as Dante chose a thin blade from among his tools and pressed the tip to the dark wood.
“I know.” Leo rested his hand next to mine on the stone. “And sometimes it’s hard to keep your focus on the angel long enough for it to emerge from the stone. But when you do, and when it does, it’s one of the most amazing things you can see. I always thought that kind of creation was more like magic than art.”
Dante deftly flicked his wrist, and a star-shaped spot appeared on what had once been a blank patch of wood. He brushed the edge of his hand over the wood, smoothing away any stray slivers. He touched the tool to the door again; this time, a swirl of petals appeared, a blooming flower caught in a breeze.
V hovered nearby, holding an array of tools, ready to hand over whichever one Dante required at a moment’s notice.
Dante stood before the door and left his mark in all the far corners and intricate patterns that decorated the freestanding frame and the door. He moved with confidence, never lingering in one spot for very long. His hands seemed to automatically select and discard the tools that he needed to transform a simple door back into a passageway through time.
His dedication and artistry took my breath away.
Sweat slowly darkened his shirt as he focused all his energy on the task before him.
“I always knew he was talented,” Leo said quietly, “but it’s been a long time since I’ve seen him work at this level.”
“You can tell that it makes him happy,” I said. “I just wish he had more chances to use his art for something other than working on that door.”
Under Dante’s talented touch, constellations appeared and patterns formed. At his request, images came to life: scales and shells and stars. One by one, the grains of sand appeared in the hourglass in the center of the door.
I could almost hear the slippery sound of them rushing through the narrow neck of wood.
“This is a remarkable thing you have chosen to do,” Leo said.
“Yeah, it’s either the bravest thing or the craziest.”
“I’ve seen what you are capable of, Abby, and I would say you are braver than you give yourself credit for.”
“I suppose we’ll see soon enough, won’t we?” I tilted a smile in Leo’s direction.
At that moment, Dante stepped back from the door, the thin knife still in his hand hanging by his side. He scrubbed away the sweat from his forehead with the back of his wrist.
“It’s done,” he said. His voice shook, though his hands were rock steady. “It’s ready for you.” He looked at me then, his eyes the same color as the marble. A hundred emotions flashed across his face, and I identified each and every one of them because I felt each and every one of them myself: excitement and anticipation, worry and fear, pride and love.
I stood up, cradling the brass hinge in my arms, and walked the few steps to Dante’s side.
V slipped away from the door, moving to stand by Leo.
Dante smiled that small smile I loved so much and gestured for me to slide the hinge home.
As I had done twice before, I opened the hinge to its full length and lined up the three prongs with the three gaps in the wood. The soft click of completion sent a shiver down my spine. I felt as though the door had suddenly come alive, humming with power.
Heat rushed into my fingers as I moved my hand closer to the door. My breath tasted of possibilities. I tried to tap into Dante’s stillness and calm my racing heart. I pressed my palm flat against the black wood, but before I could push forward and take that first step that would lead me into the unknown, I heard a familiar voice ringing through the air.
“Oh, good,” Zo said from the bottom of the stone steps. The light poured in around him like honey. His grin was as swift as a lightning strike. “The gang’s all here.”



Chapter 26
Everyone seemed to move at once. Dante stepped in front of me at the same moment Leo stood up from where he sat on the marble block. V spun around and charged toward Zo, his hands already balled into fists.
Zo, however, had moved as well. As fast as a thought, he was standing next to Dante instead of on the steps.
V looked around, confused by the sudden disappearance.
I gasped, stumbling backward. I didn’t know anyone could move that fast.
Dante’s eyes narrowed, his attention fixed on Zo’s movements.
Zo didn’t seem bothered by the sudden flurry of activity. He rocked back on his heels, his hands in his pockets. He looked up and down the wood and murmured appreciatively. “Very nice, Dante.” He tossed a glance at Dante, who shifted his body as though to shield me from Zo’s sight. “I’m assuming this is your work?” He strolled around the frame of the door as though he were examining a piece of art in a museum, debating whether or not to buy it. “You’re quite talented. Perhaps I should commission you to do some work for me.”
“Save your praise, Zo,” Dante snapped, stepping away from Zo and taking me with him. “Why are you here?”
Zo ignored him, instead cocking his head back toward V. “Good to see you again, Vincenzio. You’ve done some nice work here as well.” He offered up a small grin. “May I offer you my heartfelt congratulations on a job well done.”
“What job?” I asked, looking from Zo to V with a cold stare. “What did you do for him?”
“Nothing,” V said. “He wants you to think that I’m still on his side, but I’m not.”
“Really? But you’ve helped me so much,” Zo said. “And rescuring Valerie from that wretched hospital . . . that was a nice touch.”
A ring of dark red appeared around V’s neck. “I didn’t do it for you.”
“If you say so. And to be fair, you also have done quite a bit to help Abby, too,” Zo said, his dark eyes as bright as polished stones. “You helped build this fine door like she requested, but—whoops, I guess you didn’t do it right the first time because otherwise, why would Dante here have had to come in and fix your mistakes? They were honest mistakes, weren’t they, V? I mean, you didn’t deliberately sabotage the machine, did you?”
“Stop it, Zo,” V said, the red flush creeping into his face.
“And then you’ve been here all day helping Leo like his own personal errand boy.” Zo shook his head sadly. “You had so much potential, V, but you’ve let it go to waste trying to get people like this to trust you.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder at me, Dante, and Leo. “When you know very well that they don’t.”
With a roar, V lunged at Zo, his hands outstretched like talons.
But Zo was gone, sliding away in a blur of shadow only to reappear a few feet away; V’s hands clutched at empty air.
I felt Dante grow still next to me, his concentration focusing on the spot where Zo had been and where he was now, as well as the space between.
“You should really work on controlling your emotions, V,” Zo sighed. “Always acting first and thinking second. When you think at all.” He turned his gaze to me, smiling his sharp white grin that made me shiver. “I think it’s sweet that you thought V was still working with me. That you gave him enough credit that he could come up with a plausible lie and sell it so convincingly.”
“I never lied to her!” V shouted.
“Oh, I know you didn’t,” Zo said without releasing my eyes. “But I did. And sweet Abby, you are so trusting, I almost felt bad about what I did to you.”
I bit down hard on my lip, my anger tasting sweet in my mouth. “So you lied to me about V for no other reason than because you could?”
Zo lifted one shoulder in an elegant shrug. “You didn’t have to believe me.”
“I don’t believe you,” Dante spat. “You never do anything without expecting something in return. What is it you want from Abby? Why did you lie to her?”
Zo turned a dark eye to Dante. “I wanted to know how much she trusted me.”
“I don’t trust you,” I said.
“But you did once,” Zo said, shooting me a wicked grin. “And once was enough.”
“We’re done talking,” Dante growled. He rolled up the sleeves of his shirt and shook out his fingers. The gold chains glinted like bracers on his wrists.
“Oh, are we finished with the banter now? Good. It was growing tiresome.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Dante,” Leo said from across the room. “I don’t trust him—”
“I can handle it,” Dante said sharply, cutting his hand through Leo’s words.
“Come, now—is that any way to talk to your brother?” Zo asked. His gold bands seemed to writhe around his wrists as he folded his arms across his chest.
I sucked in a breath and held it, fearful of what was coming next.
“No, Zo, don’t—” Leo said, his tone halfway between a command and a plea.
“Brother?” Dante said at the same time, confused. He looked to Leo, who looked away.
Zo laughed in delight, leaning against the door frame and kicking his foot out so the point of his boot made a solid thump as it hit the floor. The wood frame creaked a little under his weight. “Oh, hasn’t he told you?” Zo looked past Dante to Leo. “I’m sorry—was that supposed to stay a secret?”
Dante rounded on Leo, his face as pale as snow, his eyes as still as ice. “What’s he talking about?” When Leo didn’t respond, Dante turned to me. “Abby? Do you know what’s going on?”
I opened my mouth, but I didn’t know what to say. The air was heavy in my lungs.
Leo licked his lips and swallowed hard. “Dante,” he said, “please, I can explain.”
“Yes, please do,” Zo chimed in. “I can’t wait to hear you tell the story of how you betrayed your country and your family and then dragged us all through the time machine after you.”
“Be quiet, Zo,” I snapped. “That’s not what happened and you know it.”
“It’s close enough.” Zo shrugged.
“Is that true?” Dante stepped closer to Leo. “Is that what happened?”
Leo slumped on the marble stone, the answer written in the curve of his shoulders.
“They said I was a traitor,” Dante said slowly. “That’s why they locked me in prison, why they sent me through the door—but it wasn’t me. It was because of you.”
“No,” I said quickly. “It wasn’t Leo’s fault. Zo was the one who turned you in.”
Dante was taken aback. “You knew about this too? Why didn’t you tell me? I didn’t think we had any secrets left between us.”
“This wasn’t my secret to tell,” I said with a sad glance at Leo. It wasn’t Zo’s secret to tell either, and I felt a flare of hate burn in me that he had done it anyway.
“They had already punished me,” Leo said, some strength returning to his voice. “I didn’t know they had plans to do the same thing to you. I swear, Dante, I didn’t know.”
“I knew,” Zo said brightly, raising his hand as though volunteering information.
“You stay out of this,” I said, hot tears burning my eyes.
“Why didn’t you say something?” Dante asked Leo. The hurt was clear in his voice. “Why did you keep it a secret?”
Leo dragged a hand across his eyes. His fingers came away wet. “I don’t know,” he said heavily. “I wanted to—but your transition through the door was complicated. I didn’t want to make it worse. And then . . . it never seemed like the right time. You always spoke so highly of your older brother. I knew how proud you were of him.” He bowed his head. “I was afraid of what you would do once you knew the truth. I was afraid of what you would think of me.”
“I thought you were dead,” Dante said, his lips barely moving.
“I thought it would be easier that way.”
“Easier for who?”
“Ah, Leo—a coward to his core,” Zo said.
Dante turned away from Leo and walked back to stand beside me.
I think I was the only one who saw the old man draw a hand over his face.
“Dante?” I ventured, but he shook his head once without looking at me, and I let the subject drop. For the moment. Family was important, and now that the truth was out about Leo and Dante, I wanted it to bring them closer together, not drive them apart.
Zo clapped his hands together a single time. “As entertaining as this little family reunion has been, I actually did have another reason for coming here.” He strode back to the door, looking it over one more time, before turning to me with a regretful sigh. “I’m afraid I can’t let you go through this door, sweet Abby. It’s not safe.”
I shook my head. “I’m going through that door and you can’t stop me.”
Zo raised an eyebrow. “That sounded like a threat.”
“Did it?” I said coolly. “I meant it as a promise.”
“She’s made her choice, Zo,” Dante said, his fingers finding mine by my side and holding fast. “You should leave.”
“And miss all the fun?” he said, slanting a grin at me. “I don’t think so.”
He turned on his heel, and between one step and the next he vanished, only the rippling air marking his passage.
Just as fast, though, he reappeared across the room, next to V.
V lashed out and tried to grab him, but Zo was gone again.
“What’s he doing?” I asked Dante, clutching at his hand.
Dante focused on the patches of air. “He’s traveling. But not far. Just fast. And I don’t think he’s changing anything. Yet.” His body moved, automatically following Zo’s flickering appearances.
“I don’t understand. Why travel if you’re not going to change something?”
“I don’t know,” Dante said, his eyes moving as fast as a bird in flight. “But there must be a reason.” He let go of my hand and darted two paces to the left. “And I’m going to find out.”
Dante pulled back his fist and swung just as Zo appeared in front of him.
The blow glanced off Zo’s cheek, but it was enough to make him stumble and take a step back.
“Very good,” Zo said, rubbing at the spot that was already turning red. “But not good enough.” And then he was gone again.
This time Dante went with him.
I blinked in surprise as both of them disappeared into a flicker of rippling air.
I looked to Leo and V, who were standing off to one side.
“What’s going on?” I demanded. I moved toward V until I was close enough to grab his wrist and leave a mark on his gold bands. “You’ve done this same trick—I’ve seen you. What are they doing?”
V didn’t flinch at the harshness in my voice. “Dante was right. Zo is traveling along the river. But randomly. There’s no pattern. Just there and back.”
“Can you see them? Can you see where they are?”
V almost nodded. “They’re so fast,” he said, awed. “I knew I was no match for Zo, but this . . . this is beyond what I imagined he was capable of.”
“Can you help Dante stop him?” I demanded, looking over my shoulder and only catching glimpses of dark hair and gold chains, only hearing the thump of boots hitting stone and the ragged breathing of exhaustion.
V hesitated, then shook his head. “I’m not skilled enough. I’d never be able to keep up with them.”
Dante flickered into the room at the same time as Zo. “Stop!” he roared.
Zo laughed. “What, Dante—am I too fast for you?” And then he was gone again.
From across the room, Dante saw me with V. “Keep her here,” he barked at V.
“We have to do something,” I said.
“Sometimes all you can do is wait,” Leo said, resting his hand on my shoulder.
I spun away from his touch. Between the blurs humming around me, I spied the door standing tall and untouched in the center of the room. “That’s not true. I can put an end to this right now.” I took a step forward.
“Abby, no!” V said, reaching out and grabbing my arm. He hauled me back and pinned me against his chest. “Dante said to stay here.”
“Let me go! If I can go through the door, I can close the loop. I can stop this!” I struggled against V’s grip, but he was stronger than I was, and I couldn’t break away.
Zo rippled into the light, Dante hard on his heels. “I’m impressed, Dante. I didn’t think you could keep up with me.”
Dante’s grin was as narrow and fierce as his eyes. “I didn’t think you’d be so slow.”
Zo’s eyes lit up and his smile was all teeth. “You think you know what’s going on, Dante. But you have no idea. Your confidence would be amusing, perhaps. If it weren’t so pathetic instead.”
My ears rang with Zo’s words. I’d heard them before—when Natalie and I had met V in Helen’s Café. Back then, I thought I was hearing snatches of a conversation that had
 already happened, or was happening elsewhere. But I was wrong. It was happening now.
“I’ll just follow you wherever you go,” Dante said, his chest heaving with the strain of maintaining his focus. “And eventually I’ll stop you.”
“No. You won’t. Because I’ve already won. You just don’t know it yet.” Zo flickered one more time, his shadow a smear against the black wood of the door. Then, before Dante could react, he stepped forward out of the blur and grabbed one of the carving blades from the floor and slashed it across Dante’s face.
The scream that started in my throat echoed back to me in Dante’s deep voice and then echoed again from Leo until all three voices blended into one note of anguish and horror.
Dante staggered back, clutching at his face, his hands covering his eyes. Blood ran down his cheeks like red tears.
I broke free from V’s grip and ran to his side, but Leo beat me there. He pulled Dante to his chest and turned him away from me.
“Abby, no, stay back.”
“No, Leo, let me see. Let me help.” I pressed my hands to Dante’s back, his muscles twitching and quivering with each quick breath he took. “Dante? Can you hear me?” I circled around them, trying to catch a glimpse of Dante’s face.
Dante panted in pain. Blood streaked through the gold chains and spiraled down his arm. “Leo, is that you? Where’s Abby? I can’t see.” His whole body shuddered, and then he said it again, a moan of disbelief. “I can’t see anything.”
Two drops of blood fell from his elbow and made circles as small and thin as dimes on the dusty floor.



Chapter 27
I couldn’t look away from those blood spots. I covered my mouth with my hands and shook my head. “No,” I whispered. “Oh, please, no.”
Zo threw the blade away, the clatter of the steel on stone sounding as sharp as a broken bone.
I turned on my heel, glad to have a focus for my rage. I felt my hand turn into a claw. Anger thumped in my heart; streams of fire poured out of my throat in a scream. This time, I would make Zo pay for what he had done. This time, nothing would stop me.
I rushed toward him, my hot blood burning like an inferno inside me. I reached Zo in three long strides and clamped my hand around his wrist, around the same hand he’d used to cut Dante.
He looked down in surprise, then back up to my face. His mouth curved in a small grin and I felt him start to flicker.
“No,” I growled, squeezing his wrist hard enough that I felt his bones creak under the pressure. “You’re not going anywhere.”
Zo’s grin faltered and his face twisted in confusion and anger. He tried to pull his arm away, but I held fast.
I could feel the edges of him thinning as he prepared to disappear, but I concentrated on keeping contact with him. I remembered how I had pulled Dante from the darkness between the doors. I did the same thing now, only this time I bent my will on keeping Zo from escaping. I forced myself to remember the first time I had seen him on the stage at the Dungeon. I chronicled the moments I had seen him with Valerie, the times he had hurt me or someone I loved. I pulled out of my memory each and every time he had said my name.
I wasn’t surprised to feel tears washing over my face.
I was surprised to hear V’s voice low in my ear. “Keep him locked in place, Abby,” he said grimly. “I’ll take care of the rest.”
And then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw V flicker into shadow and reappear next to Zo.
That was when I saw the knife in V’s hand, the blade still red with Dante’s blood.
V clenched the hilt in his fist and drew his arm back, preparing to thrust down at Zo’s chest in a killing stroke.
Shocked and surprised, I let go of Zo’s arm almost reflexively—and V’s blade swung down through empty air.
Zo flickered back into the room, this time behind V, who was off balance from Zo’s unexpected departure. Almost casually, Zo reached out and pushed on V’s arm, forcing him to follow through with his downward motion, forcing the blade to sink deep into V’s upper left thigh.
Zo grasped V’s hand and twisted the blade, cutting through the main artery in V’s leg. He pulled the knife out, let go of V, and stepped away.
V crumpled into a heap, blood pouring down his leg in sheets.
Zo grimaced as the blood stained his boots.
“No!” I cried and fell to my knees next to V. I pressed my hands to his leg, thinking I could stop the bleeding somehow, but he pushed me away.
“Too late,” he managed, his face already turning pale.
“Oh, V, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have let go—” I didn’t know what to do. There was so much blood.
“No, Abby,” V said, his breathing fast and shallow. “It’s all right. It’s not your fault.”
“Leo!” I called out over my shoulder, knowing that it was useless. He couldn’t leave Dante to help me. I looked up at Zo with fury in my eyes. “Help him!”
“And why, exactly, would I do that?” he asked, his smile as pitiless as a shark.
“He was your friend,” I said. V’s body was cold to the touch.
“Was,” Zo said shortly.
“Abby?” V said, clutching at my sleeve with a shaking hand. “Abby?”
I leaned forward, tears spilling over my cheeks. “Don’t try to talk, V. Just hold on, okay? You’ll be okay.”
V’s eyes were bright with pain and with the last light of his life. “Tell Valerie the truth for me. Tell her I loved her. Always.”
He gulped down a jagged gasp.
“I will, V. I’ll tell her. I promise,” I said, squeezing his hand.
A faint smile appeared on his face. Then it faded, along with the light in his eyes.
“V?” I said, clutching at his limp hand, but he was gone. I bowed my head, my tears splashing onto his body.
The floor trembled beneath me, the stones creaking as they shifted on their foundation.
I looked up, startled. Leo caught my eye and we both looked up at Zo, who stood steady despite the uneven ground.
“That was faster than I thought,” he said, pleased.
“What?” I asked, pushing myself to my feet. I wiped my hands on my jeans, leaving behind red handprints on the blue denim. “What have you done, Zo?”
“You know, Abby,” Zo said thoughtfully, turning the blade over and over with his long fingers. “I’ve learned a lot since I’ve started traveling at will through the river. I’ve made some mistakes, sure, but I’ve tried to learn from them. One of the things that has fascinated me about the whole process of changing events is seeing how people’s choices can change what happens to them. The chain reactions are fascinating. Sometimes things work out exactly as I planned.” He nodded to Dante, sheltered in Leo’s arms. “Sometimes I have to improvise.” He knocked a toe against V’s limp body.
“I’ve also learned that traveling between the bank and the river is easy. The barriers there are thin and flexible, but strong. But traveling along the river, as those of us with special passes can do”—he held up his wrists covered with gold chains for me to admire—“can ultimately weaken those barriers to their breaking point. And the more often we pass through them on our travels through time, the more strain we put on those barriers, and the easier they are to crack open.”
“That’s what you were doing with your disappearing act,” I said, and the realization of Zo’s plan made me catch my breath. “You were traveling along the river and making Dante follow you in order to weaken the barriers faster.”
“I actually thought V might take the bait first, but it worked out better this way. V was becoming something of a problem.” He sighed and slipped the knife through his belt. “Though it’s too bad that Dante won’t be able to see the fruits of his labors.”
He turned his head to where Leo cradled Dante’s body in the corner of the basement. Leo had ripped part of his shirt and tied it around Dante’s eyes. The cloth was already soaked in blood.
I started heading in his direction when the ground rumbled again, louder and longer than before.
A crack appeared down the length of the basement floor, running directly toward Zo before stopping at his feet in front of the black door. Zo straddled the line, his head thrown back and his eyes closed.
“Abby?” Dante called out, his outstretched hand groping. “Abby? What’s happening? Are you all right?”
I ran to his side and grabbed for his hand, holding on tight. I knelt next to Dante. My eyes met Leo’s and he shook his head.
I didn’t know what to do except hang on and hope. At least I was with Dante. Whatever happened, I knew I would be all right as long as we were together.
Zo lifted his arms as though he were conducting an orchestra, and for a moment the ground stopped groaning. The air seemed to be holding its breath. The sky outside the basement windows turned from blue to gray to black.
With a final, wrenching twist, Zo brought his hands together in a single, thunderous clap. The roof of the basement seemed to peel away to reveal the black sky over the bank. The darkness breathed like an approaching storm. The walls of the basement thinned to the point of transparency and through them, I could see the bank that held the river in place begin to crack and crumble. The air in the basement turned crystal as the dark cold from beyond the door seeped through into the here and now.
I felt the edges of myself thin. I heard music on the fringe of my awareness, right on the border between dreams and reality.
And then, beneath the music, I heard a roar in the distance, a husky cough like a beast on the prowl. The roaring drew closer, rushing high and fast.
The ground shifted, cracks appearing like a tightly networked web around my knees. They made a pattern I almost recognized. The sound of the destruction was a song I almost recalled. My memory suddenly bled into my present vision. I remembered standing on the bank as it dissolved and disappeared into a bottomless chasm. I remembered Zo redirecting the river to flow in new, uncharted passageways.
He was doing it again, only this time the changes weren’t confined to the timeless bank. They were happening now. He was tearing down the walls that kept the river and the bank separate. They were never supposed to mix, and now that they were, there was no telling what would happen.
I remembered Zo’s words from so long ago: Something’s got to give.
I heard a tremendous rip, feeling the repercussions all the way up my legs to the base of my spine. I looked down, terrified to see water start to bubble up through the cracks in the basement floor.
The water wasn’t a small puddle of rainwater, or the morning mist gathering into dewdrops. It wasn’t even the cool, clear water of a mountain stream.
It was the wild, raging, silver-tipped river that carried within it all the past as it journeyed to the present and downstream into the future.
Released from the confines of the bank, the river of time suddenly crashed into the basement of Leo’s Dungeon.
***
What had once been merely a representation of time had become an actual, physical river. Having overrun its banks, the river surged up through the ground like a whale cresting in the deep ocean. The river ran wild and fierce along the scorched stones and the ruined wreckage of the Dungeon. The curling waves washed away the ash and the dust like a baptism. The water seemed to have a strange sheen to it, an electric blue
 afterglow I knew I had seen somewhere before.
I struggled to stand against the rising tide; Leo helped me lift Dante to his feet. Together, the three of us waded through the water to the block of white-and-gold marble. Leo insisted I climb up out of the water and stand on top of the stone with Dante. The block wasn’t big enough for all three of us, so Leo balanced carefully on a nearby filing cabinet that had tilted diagonally against the wall.
I wrapped my arms around Dante’s chest and spread my feet apart on the marble to balance the extra weight.
“Abby?” Dante said, his hand finding my neck and touching my cheek. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” I said quickly, as though if I waited to say it, it wouldn’t be true. “I’m worried about you, though.”
Dante tilted his head. “What’s happening? I hear water.”
“Zo tore down the barriers, and now there’s nothing separating the bank from the river or the river from us.”
The river crashed up against the closed door of the time machine before parting around the edges and continuing to fill the room.
“Where is Zo?” Dante asked, his body trembling with fatigue and shock.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I can’t see him anywhere.” I wondered where he had gone, but it was hard to tell if the ripples I saw in the air were from Zo’s disappearing trick or from the spray of the river.
“There!” Leo called out, pointing to the top of the stone stairway.
I followed his finger and saw Zo’s boot heels step off the stairs and walk the perimeter of the hole that was the basement opening.
“You came!” Valerie’s voice rose shrill and excited above the sound of rushing water. “I knew you’d come back for me. It’s just like in the stories.”
Dread filled me. What was Valerie doing here?
“I do love your pirate stores,” Zo said. “I’m glad you got my message.”
Valerie’s laugh echoed down the stairs. “I did a good job, didn’t I?”
“You were perfect. Would you be a darling and help me with this?”
“What’s he doing?” I asked, craning my neck, trying to get a better view.
A slab of darkness landed over the square of sky with a hard metallic bang.
“He’s trapping us in here,” Leo said, his face hidden by the sudden shadows in the room.
“It just looks like he covered the opening with a board. We could still get out.” I counted the paces off in my head. Five, maybe six to the door. Another seven or ten to the stairs. “I think I could do it,” I called over to Leo. I could barely hear myself over the roaring water. If Valerie was here, maybe Natalie was too. If I could reach her, maybe we could get help.
Leo shook his head. “Crossing the river right now is too dangerous. I don’t think any of us should touch the water unless we absolutely have to.”
“Why not?”
“Look at it.” Leo waved his hand over the water. “It’s still full of time. Who knows what being exposed to that much of the river will do. Especially to those of us who have a different kind of relationship with time.” He pointed at himself and Dante.
Then he pointed at V. The water had lifted his body as if on a pyre and the river turned ember red with his blood. V’s hands, once so strong and swift, had relaxed in death, the waves lapping at his lax fingers.
The blue current that sparked through the water gathered around him, growing in intensity and brightness. V’s body softened along the edges where water met skin. A silver-white shimmer appeared over his body, glittering like light, flickering like fire.
As the silver water washed over V, the outline of his body faded. Consumed from the outside in, V disappeared, washed away as completely as if he’d never been.
My heart ached to see him go. V and I had had our differences in the past, but he had turned out to be a true and loyal friend. He hadn’t deserved what Zo had done to him. I hoped that he was finally at peace in the river of time.
I shifted my weight a little, trying to estimate how long before the river rose to swallow our marble perch. I could see images flowing past me in the river, but now the past and the present and the future were thrown together without any sense of how they were connected.
There was a glimpse of me with Hannah at Disneyland.
There was the same scene but without Hannah by my side.
There was a fragment of a moment where I saw Dante smiling at something I said.
There was a wisp of Leo standing on a hill, gray clouds gathering behind him.
The images ran into one seamless thread that was quickly being twisted and knotted into a skein that might never be unraveled.
“You should go,” I said suddenly to Dante. “You and Leo should go to the bank. That would be safer than being here.”
Dante had started to shake his head before I even finished speaking. “I’m not leaving you,” he said. “I’m sure that was what Zo was counting on when he dropped that board over the opening. He knew we couldn’t wade through the river and we wouldn’t leave you behind.”
“Then take me with you,” I said. “I’ve been to the bank before. I’ll be okay to go again.”
Again Dante shook his head. “It might be easy to go to the bank, but with the barriers down, it might not be as easy to leave. I don’t dare risk it.”
The water level crept closer to our toes. Leo had already started to edge up farther on the cabinet to avoid the spray and splash of the river.
I scanned the room again, desperate for a way out.
My eyes found the towering black door. Valerie’s voice whispered in my ear: How does anyone go from place to place? Through the door.
“Dante, listen, I have an idea.” I took a deep breath, trying to think it through before I said it out loud. “I’m going to open the door.”
Dante opened his mouth, but I barreled on, and the more I explained it, the more certain I felt it was the right thing to do.
“It’s the only way out. And I think it might be the best way out.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I think if I can open the door, then the river will flow through it, right? And since the door opens to the bank, then the river will be directed back onto the bank as well. It will return to where it belongs. We can fix the barriers Zo pulled down before it gets any worse.”
“You’ll have to step into the river,” Dante said, worried. “You heard what Leo said about how dangerous that could be.”
I touched the cloth wrapped around Dante’s eyes. I wanted more than anything to be able to look into his eyes right then. Not to see the quiet and constant belief that he had for me, but so Dante could see the strength and resolve in my own eyes. This was the right path, I could feel it. And I could fix this. I might be the only one who could.
I rose up on my toes and kissed Dante’s mouth. I savored the taste of his lips against mine. I felt the familiar electricity running in my veins as he kissed me back.
“Abby—” he started.
“I remember the rules,” I said quietly. “Do what I have to do. Change what needs to be changed.”
“Come back when you can,” he finished.
“I will always come home to you,” I promised. I gave him one last kiss and then stepped off the stone into the river.
“Abby!” Leo called, panicked. “What are you doing?”
“What I have to,” I called back. “Don’t worry. I’ll be okay.”
The water was already past my ankles, past my calves, and inching toward my knees. My teeth started to chatter. I hadn’t expected the water to be so cold. I would have to hurry.
I counted my steps to the door. One.
The electric blue aura crackled like broken ice around my legs. Two.
Numbness crept up my body, my fingers and toes the first to succumb to the unbearable cold. Three.
I could hear voices now along with the images swirling all around me. They sounded like my family—Mom, Dad, Hannah. They sounded close enough to touch. Four.
Music slowly enveloped me in a crescendo of sound. Five.
I was at the door. The water pushed against my knees, almost toppling me where I stood. I grabbed hold of the freestanding frame with hands that felt two sizes too big for my body. Struggling to keep my balance, I ran my fingers over the carved images on the door.
When I found the center point of the door, the spot where the two halves of the hourglass met in its timeless kiss, I placed my palm against the wood and pushed.
The door swung open on its silent hinge, revealing a yawning, gaping hole of darkness.
The river poured into the void.
I clung to the door frame as the churning, frothing water bubbling with images and sound funneled past me, threatening to wash me away with it as it flowed along the channel heading for its eventual destination: the bank.
The music in my head was loud and brassy. I couldn’t hear myself think for the constant chimes that rang like church bells all around me.
I clung to the doorway as the level of the water slowly lowered from my knees, to my calves, to my ankles. The river swirled into the darkness of the door until finally there were only a few puddles of water still lingering in the crevices and holes of the basement floor.
I had no real way of knowing if my plan had worked, but I suspected it had. No new water was bubbling up from the cracked floor. The images were fading along with the voices. Even the music was settling down to silence again.
I almost dared to breathe again.
And then I remembered. My job wasn’t finished. I had come to the Dungeon with one purpose in mind: to walk my own path through the time machine. I set one foot on the threshold of the door—and paused.
Turning around, I took one last look at Dante, standing as tall as an angel on the white-and-gold marble block, his body taut with tension, his face turned toward me even though he couldn’t see me.
Leo climbed down off the cabinet and rushed to my side. “Are you all right, Abby?” he asked.
“It worked,” I said with a grin. The numbness in my fingers and toes was fading, but slowly. “It really worked.”
“Of course it did,” Leo said. “It was a brilliant plan. Dangerous, but brilliant.”
My grin faded. I couldn’t make my eyes leave Dante’s face. “I’m still going through the door, Leo. I have to. For Dante. For my family.”
“I know,” he said quietly.
“Will he be all right?” I asked, glad that Leo knew what I meant and didn’t make me ask the terrible question that hung in the space between us: Is he blind?
“He will be fine,” Leo assured me. “I’ll make sure of it.”
“Take care of him for me, okay?” I asked, placing my hand on his arm.
“Like he was my own brother,” he said with a wry smile.
I laughed. “You’d better.”
“Go,” Leo said gently, his eyes both bright and sad. “And don’t worry—you’ll see Dante again soon enough.”
I nodded, my heart taking hope in Leo’s promise.
I lifted up on my toes, my hand clutching the door frame for balance, and called out to Dante, “I love you—always and forever!”
Dante raised his hand at the sound of my voice. “Abby!” he called out. “I’ll be waiting for you.”
Turning back to the door, I smiled one last time at Leo and then faced the unbroken black void in front of me.
I crossed the threshold in two steady steps.
I stood for a moment simply listening to my breathing, counting the beats of my heart. I thought about nautilus shells, and about stars that gleamed golden in the sky, and about travelers through time. I thought about angels who were trapped in stone and angels who wore gold chains around their wrists. I thought about spirals that needed to be closed into circles.
The music, which I thought had gone, returned in a series of beautiful notes lifting up in a rising scale.
I gathered my courage and held Dante’s love like a diamond close to my heart. I stepped forward, ready to face the past that would become my future.
The door closed behind me, and then all was darkness.
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4. At one point in the story, Abby realizes that Zo is working to isolate her from her friends and family. Why is it so important to have a support system around you during difficult times? Who helps you when times are tough?
5. V’s loyalty is often in question during the course of the novel. Did you trust him? Did you suspect he was hiding something? Did he deserve his fate?
6. Zo asks Abby if there is a memory she would like to forget. Do you have memories you would rather forget? What events or feelings in your life do you want to remember forever?
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Prologue
It is the end of all he knows. He is surrounded by a vast, flat plain. Unbroken and unending. There is nothing ahead of him but emptiness, nothing behind him but pain.
He knows he is the first to arrive in this unspeakable place. Yet he still looks from horizon to horizon, straining to see someone—anyone. But he is alone.
He is on his knees, his hands buried up to his wrists in what feels like sand but isn’t really. He doesn’t want to look at his wrists; they are still weeping blood from the chains, both from the actual metal cuffs so recently removed and from the newly branded black marks that have taken their place.
The churning in his belly rages like the sea. The air tastes metallic and stale. He doesn’t want to draw that alien air into his lungs. He wants to savor the taste of home for as long as he can. Even if it is as fleeting as a sigh.
He has only just arrived and already he is filled with regret. How will he last a month in this place? How, when it already feels like he has been here a year—a lifetime?
A tremor travels up his arms, rolls over his back, and lodges in his legs, turning his knees to jelly. It is good he is already down; he is not sure he could survive another fall.
He closes his eyes. Faces swim up through the darkness. His father. His mother. His brother. It is for them that he has done this. That he agreed to do this. He chooses to focus on the faces of his family. It is better than focusing on the other faces that hover in his memory. The faces of the dead. So many. More than he thought there would be.
Another face crowds into his thoughts. A narrow, lean face with eyes dark and cruel. A grin splits the face like a blade. Long fingers offer up a single envelope containing life and death, a promise and a threat.
The man who had worn that face had indeed been an angel—an angel of destruction.
Hate sits on his tongue like a thistle, spiked and bitter.
He swallows it down, grateful for the sharp edge that lingers behind his heart. It’s easy to hold on to pain. He welcomes it. It helps him resist the crushing pressure that weighs on him.
He is finally forced to breathe, and the last summer-sweet gasp of his past life vanishes like a wish, like a dewdrop at dawn, like a falling star at midnight. He feels his heart beating in his chest, but it doesn’t mean anything. It is only muscle memory now, a habit his body doesn’t know it can quit.
He opens his eyes. The faint, flat light betrays no hint of time. It could be twilight; it could be dawn. It could be now; it could be never.
It doesn’t matter, though. Nothing matters anymore.
He almost laughs. Almost. Almost.
What has he done? What has he become?
He looks again into the distance, as though he can see what waits for him in the future, but all he can see is emptiness.
No, not quite. There is a sparkle on the edge of his vision. A glimmer of something that doesn’t belong here any more than he does. Deep in his inner ear he can hear a chime, a bell. A snatch of music in a rising tide. He almost recognizes it. But there is something strange about the tone. A dissonance that makes him think of dark shadows and jagged edges, of teeth about to bite.
He manages to stand. If this is the end, he wants to face it like a man.
The glimmer of light widens, lengthens, takes on shape and dimension. A whiteness cuts through the flat gray of the world. Light fills a tall, narrow space. It is a doorway into forever.
He squints and turns away, but the light pours over him, coaxing him to open his eyes.
Does he dare?
He remembers standing before the other door—the towering black door that separated him and his fate. He remembers the choice: life or death. He thought he had chosen correctly. But perhaps not. Perhaps he was wrong. Perhaps—
The light intensifies until he can no longer bear the darkness behind his eyes.
He looks. The door of light opens, and he sees what waits for him beyond.
And then he falls to his knees, grateful that this moment has the possibility of lasting forever.
Standing before him is an angel clothed in light, her hands on the edges of the door as though poised for flight. The shadows hovering behind her ripple like wings.
She steps through the door and glances around. Surprise flickers on her face. But not fear. Did she expect to be here? Is that possible? Has she come to save him?
She is the one bright spot in an otherwise dark world.
She is breathtaking.
She is his lady of light.
• • •
When she steps forward, the darkness seems to part around her. The heavy air shivers with the sound of chimes.
And then the doorway closes behind her. The light is extinguished. They are alone in this strange space.
She looks at him and an almost-smile crosses her face.
He opens his mouth, though he knows he has no words to speak. No words to explain what has happened. No answers. He has nothing to offer except more questions.
To his surprise, she crosses the intervening space, heading directly for him. When she reaches him, she throws her arms around his shoulders.
He doesn’t know her, but he welcomes the embrace, suddenly realizing how hungry he is for contact. How fearful he is of being lost and alone. Of being forgotten.
Her hair is damp; her skin is clean and cold. She smells like the sea—all distant horizons and salty tears.
“Leo!” she says. “I can’t believe it. You’re here; I’m here.” Her laugh is almost a cry. “I made it.”
He wants to turn around, to see if there is someone else behind him, but her focus is fixed on him and he stays still.
Then she covers her mouth with her hand and surprise flits across her face. “Oh,” she says. A mouse-squeak of sound. She bites her lip. “I mean, Orlando. Your name is Orlando.” The squeak turns into a laugh. “You look so young. But of course you are. This is the beginning. This is the moment we meet and the start of everything we know. I can’t believe it,” she says again with wonder. “This is the beginning of everything.”
Her accent is odd. She is not speaking Italian, but he can understand her perfectly. There is a hesitation in her speech, as though the words she says are delayed reaching his ears. She doesn’t seem to notice, though.
“How do you know my name?” he says. He feels he must be careful with his words, careful with his movements. He feels like glass—transparent, translucent. He does not want to break again.
Her face lights up with wonder and understanding. “I’m here to help you,” she says. “If you’ll let me.” She smiles again, and this time there is no almost about it.
Questions pour from his mouth so fast they leave behind tracks of fire in his throat: “Who are you? Where did you come from? Where are we? Do you know how to take us home?”
She sits down in front of him. Her eyes reflect a faraway memory. Her hand drifts to her neck and she touches a heart-shaped silver locket. “You passed through a door, didn’t you? A black door covered with carvings and marks?”
He nods. “They said it was a time machine.” The black bands around his wrists throb and itch. They weep. He forces himself not to touch them; he doesn’t want to remember the darkness.
He looks instead at her hands, at her fingers that are holding a heart. Her wrists are smooth, bare of any chains at all, but she has other marks, other scars. A thin pattern of links lies on the side of her neck like the shadow of lace.
“It was a time machine,” she says. “And it worked. And now you are outside of time. Beyond the reach of time.”
“Am I . . .” He hesitates, not sure if he should ask the question, not sure which answer he wants to hear. “Am I dead?”
She takes his hand in hers. His heartbeat is suddenly in her hands. She is not afraid of his wounds. “No,” she says gently. Her eyes are bright with determination. “No, you’re not.”
“Then where am I?”
“You are on the bank of the river of time,” she says. Her smile is a little lopsided on her face. “A . . . friend explained it to me like this: Time is a river. The river bends and loops and meanders, but it always, only, flows one way—away from the past, and toward the future.”
He listens, mesmerized as she speaks of the river of time and of the endlessly barren bank that runs parallel to it. She tells him the rules of his new life, of the need for balance, of how to avoid the dangers that exist for him now both in the river and on the bank.
She is patient with him, answering his questions and explaining and reexplaining until the abstract becomes concrete, until he understands. And then, when he does, when the full weight of the truth crashes down on him, she gives him hope.
“How do you know all this?” he asks. “Did you come through the door too? Are you like me? Is that why you are here?”
Her lips part; she is about to speak. Then her eyes flick up and over his shoulder.
Emotions ripple across her face, one after the other, almost too fast to identify. Almost.
Unwelcome surprise. Untapped anger. Pride and hunger. Vengeance and justice.
But also, for the first time, he sees a touch of fear in her eyes.
He starts to turn, to see what she sees, but she stops him with a touch.
“Do you trust me?” she asks.
He thinks about that question for what feels like a long time. He thinks about the last time he trusted someone, the last time someone trusted him. Does he even know how to do that anymore? Or has it been torn out of him, trapped by a slim white envelope of betrayal, burned out of him by the searing cold darkness of the black door?
He is not sure he knows the answer. He is not sure he wants to know the answer.
But she is waiting for him to speak. And as the reflection of fear grows in her eyes, he knows there is not much time.
If he says no, she will take flight and disappear.
His heart decides.
“Yes,” he says.
She meets his eyes. “Then don’t look back.” She jumps to her feet, pulling him with her. Their hands lock together. They run, heading into the vast unknown.
The bank slides beneath his feet, unsteady and uneven. He doesn’t know where they are going, but he keeps his eyes fixed on the girl in front of him. He doesn’t want to lose sight of her.
He can hear music rising in the distance behind him. But not the silvery, shivery chimes that accompanied him through time. This music is layered, a harmony that seems to reach out to touch the deepest part of his mind, the most secret part of his heart. This music whispers, cajoles, demands. This music is dangerous.
“Don’t,” she gasps, and he doesn’t know if she is talking to him or to the music or to whatever it was that she saw that caused her to run.
He stumbles a step trying to keep up with her. “Wait—”
“We’re almost there.” She increases her pace, lengthens her stride.
“Where?”
The music seems to increase in volume, dogging their every step, chasing them. He doesn’t want to know what might happen if it catches them.
The girl veers to the right, and even though nothing about the landscape has changed, he knows they have reached something different. Something special.
Skidding to a stop, he looks down. Just beyond his toes is a crack in the world. A deep chasm of light and motion. Fragments of shadow move in rhythm, coming together only to separate in a dance that has no beginning or end. Watching the ceaseless waves, he can hear the faint melody of the past, feel the delicate magic of the future rising up like mist.
He looks into the unspooling river of time, then down at his hands, at the shadows smudged across his wrists. He will never be free of the darkness. He knows that now.
The music is closer, heavy and insistent, trying to turn him inside out. The notes are sharp as claws, burrowing and searching and finding and taking. But the attack is not directed at him. The music wants the girl.
He sees her shoulders hunch under the onslaught. Her eyes fill with tears.
It is too much. He can’t stand aside and let her suffer. Not if there is something he can do to help.
He touches her back, her shoulder blades. She trembles like a trapped bird. He turns her to face him. He smooths back her hair, wipes the tears from her cheeks, and covers her ears with his hands.
She wraps her fingers around the black chains on his wrists. The pain is sharp. He grits his teeth. His blood smears. He shudders as a strange sense of foreboding fills him.
She closes her eyes as a flash of pain twists her face.
He can feel a shadow growing behind him, a presence close enough to touch. He can hear someone else breathing.
He tilts his head to the side, turning to see who—or what—has been pursuing them.
She tightens her grip on his wrists. “I’m sorry,” she whispers.
And then she falls backward into the river.
He has no choice but to follow.
Braced for impact, he falls into the shifting, shining water. But before he goes under, he manages to catch a glimpse of the man they left behind. A man still standing on the bank of the river, a golden beam of light in his hands and a bone-white grin across his face.
For a moment, the river encircles him, embraces him, welcomes him home.
And then all is forgotten.



Chapter 1
Is this a joke?” Zo stood in front of me, all loose limbs and wide grins. “Did you really think you could escape so easily?”
I looked down at Orlando’s body at my feet. His first trip to the bank and back had left him unconscious, which was both good and bad. Part of me hoped he would stay that way, at least for a little longer. I had pulled him into the river specifically so he wouldn’t see Zo on the bank. But now Zo had followed us through the river and into a courtroom in sixteenth-century Italy.
And wherever Zo was, danger followed.
Zo strolled across the polished wooden floor. “I remember this place,” he commented as though we were on a sightseeing tour. “The judge sat there.” He pointed to a high table lined with chairs; in front of the center chair stood a golden set of scales with a small stone balanced on either side. Zo turned and pointed to a spot in front of the tall, black hourglass door, freestanding in its frame. “And I stood there.”
I shivered when I saw the dark wooden door. It was still hard to believe what I had done. I had stepped through my own time machine door and walked my way back more than five hundred years to sixteenth-century Italy. I might have doubted it for an instant, but the evidence was all around me. The room where we stood was clearly not from my time or place: no electric lights, no hum from an air conditioner. The furniture looked handmade; each chair had an individual feel to it instead of the uniform look of mass-produced materials. Even the air tasted different.
I had done it. I was here. Really here. It felt impossible, but I knew it was true.
I wished Orlando was awake and that we were alone and that we had time to talk. I knew Orlando still had questions; so did I. Like, how had we understood each other on the bank in the first place? Orlando didn’t speak English; I didn’t speak sixteenth-century Italian.
Then again, maybe it was good that Orlando was unconscious. There were some things I couldn’t explain. I had told him as much of the truth as I could while we had been on the bank—the rules, the warnings—but Orlando couldn’t know the rest. Not about Zo coming through the door. Not about Dante, either. Not yet. Not until I closed the loop and protected the river from Zo’s interference once and for all.
“Tony and V were over there.” Zo crossed his arms thoughtfully. “You know, they shouldn’t have sent all three of us through together. That was just asking for trouble.”
“Why did they?” I asked.
Zo shrugged. “My guess is they were still experimenting with how the machine worked and wondered if it could handle multiple people at the same time.” He looked down at Orlando on the floor. “Though clearly the machine could handle the weak and the useless.”
“He was your friend,” I snapped.
Zo shrugged again. “Friends come and go. Enemies, on the other hand, last forever.” He did his flickering trick and was suddenly standing behind me.
His quickness was disorienting, though this time I managed to follow his travels. I hadn’t been able to last time. Back when we were in the burned-out basement of the Dungeon, he and Dante were flickering too fast to track. Of course, back then, I was different. I hadn’t come through the door yet. I hadn’t traveled through time.
Zo’s mouth was too close to my ear, his hand too tight on my arm. His breath was hot on my neck. “I have something special planned for you, sweet Abby.”
“I don’t want it,” I managed to say. His nearness was unnerving.
“Too bad,” Zo said.
And this time, when he flickered, he took me with him.
• • •
I hated the bank.
Before, whenever I had traveled here I had been with someone else: Dante, Leo, even V. Or I had been safely cocooned in a dream where Dante’s voice sounded like home. Before, my trips to the bank were anomalies.
Now I had passed through the door. Now I belonged on the bank.
But I still hated it.
I hated the flatness, the emptiness. I hated how much it hurt my eyes to follow the horizon line in the distance. I hated the crushing pressure that squeezed my lungs and crushed my heart.
I remembered the first time I’d felt that overwhelming weight and how it had been Dante’s kiss that had helped protect me, acclimated me to my surroundings, and taken away the pressure and the pain. But there were no kisses for me now. There was no need.
The bank was part of my life. No one needed to protect me from it anymore. No one could. If I was going to survive here, it was going to be up to me.
So as soon as we appeared on the bank, I immediately pushed away from Zo, heading toward where I could see the river cutting a path nearby. I stumbled a step or two in my haste and had just found my footing when Zo’s voice rang out behind me.
“Don’t move.”
My body stopped cold.
“Have you forgotten the rules so soon?” Zo said. He sauntered over to where I was standing. He reached out and touched the back of my neck, and I immediately felt a zing of warmth travel down my spine. His breath lingered on my skin. “Here on the bank you have to do what I say. And I say stay.”
Part of me chafed against his command, but I had no choice. I couldn’t move a muscle, not to bend or blink. I could barely breathe.
“You are surprisingly hard to compel, Abby. Even that very first time on the bank, when you crossed the bridge and opened the door for me, I found that controlling you was a bit of a challenge. And it seems like the more you learn, the stronger you are.” He shook his head. “I foolishly thought the music alone would be enough to stop you. But then you ran from me, dragging Orlando with you, and now I see that stronger measures are required.”
Zo circled around me as he spoke, finally coming to a stop in front of me. He wore the same clothes I’d seen him in last time: heavy black boots, dark jeans, and a long-sleeved shirt with the cuffs rolled back to display the golden chains around his wrists. His dark hair, tipped in white, was slicked away from his face. Slung over his back was a guitar, and the strap crossing his chest was embroidered with a maze of golden circles and crescents and stars.
Power emanated from him, glinting off his eyes, sparking in his smile.
I hated that smile. It was the same one he had worn when he had held a knife in his hand. When he had slashed out, cutting across Dante’s eyes and making him bleed. I swore I would make Zo pay for every last drop of blood, every last tear, every last heartache that he had caused.
“How did you find me?” I wheezed, every word a stone I had to force through frozen lips. But I did it. I didn’t want Zo to think he had won.
Zo laughed with honest enjoyment. “How could I not? You light up the river like fire. You always have. Did you really think Dante was the only one who could see the thread of your life?” He looked around the empty bank. “Where is your little hero, anyway? I would have thought he would come running the minute you were in danger.”
“He’s coming,” I ground out, though it was more a hope than a certainty.
“Does he even know where you are? I suspect it’s hard for Dante to see anything at the moment.”
“He’s coming,” I insisted, shoving away the image of Dante’s wounded eyes, the blood that streaked his face. “He promised.”
Zo brushed aside the idea of Dante and his promises as though he were a pesky fly barely worth swatting. “You never cease to amaze me, Abby. You keep holding on—you keep fighting—long after you should know better. I admit, I thought I had seen the last of you when I left you and Dante and Leo trapped in the basement of the Dungeon with the barriers broken and the river flooding through. That evening should have been your last. But then you managed to open the door—a brilliant move, by the way, crazy, but brilliant—and I knew I would have to do something more drastic.”
“I’ll never stop fighting,” I said, my voice a mere scratch in my throat.
“I know,” Zo said sadly. “Which is why you’ve left me no choice.” He flipped his guitar off his back and into his hands.
I tried to turn my head away, but I couldn’t. With my body bound, I couldn’t even cover my ears to block out Zo’s music. Deep down I feared it wouldn’t matter. I broke out in a cold sweat. I swallowed down a lump of panic. My heart fluttered in my chest, straining as though I had been running for an hour.
“Let’s see, where should we begin?” Zo paced in front of me, his long fingers walking over the strings one by one. “I know. Let’s talk about how you killed V.”
The notes started slow and quiet, an alternating rhythm that sounded like rain falling or a tribal chant.
“I didn’t kill him,” I whispered, though my mouth felt filled with dust and my teeth tasted like bones. Guilt was a slippery emotion. I hadn’t swung the knife, but I had faltered when it mattered the most.
“Really? Let’s review.”
A picture formed in my mind’s eye, a moment from my past, recent enough to be considered my present, and yet still far into my future. Strange that such paradoxes had become my life.
Zo’s music picked up speed, a shadow emerging from beneath the harmonies.
I could see that last moment frozen in place, a slice of time as still as a photograph. The blackened ruins of the Dungeon basement. The black door straight as a guillotine. Four men in the room—Zo, V, Leo, and Dante—and me. Leo and Dante were off to one side, almost out of the picture, a haze of red blood blurring across Dante’s eyes. Zo and V were center stage; I stood close by as a knife descended, plunging into V’s leg, the blade winking silver along the slash.
“Do you remember this, Abby?” Zo crooned softly. His words wound through the music, slipping and peeking between the notes. “Do you remember what you did to V?”
The image changed ever so slightly. Now instead of holding onto Zo’s arm, I was holding onto V, trapping him in place.
This was wrong. I knew it in my breath and in my blood.
I let the words flow unchecked, forcing myself to remember the truth even as I spoke it. “No. You came to the Dungeon that night. You provoked V, insulting him and taunting him. You tricked Dante into chasing you along the river in order to weaken the barriers. And then you cut him; you hurt him.” I felt tears slide from my endlessly open eyes down my cheeks at the memory of Zo’s blade cutting across Dante’s face, at the sound of Dante’s cry. “But I trapped you. I held you in place so V could . . . so he could . . .”
“Kill me?” Zo suggested. “He wanted me dead. And he wanted you to do it, didn’t he?”
The music was so loud in my head I could barely think. It would be so much easier to let go, to let myself drift away on the rising tide of sound. It would be so easy. It would be so wrong.
“Yes. No.” I struggled to keep my thoughts organized. “He was going to kill you, but then you were behind him. You forced the blade into his leg. That’s how he died. It wasn’t me.”
I could feel the memory weaken, change into something new.
There was the Dungeon. The door. Dante and Leo. V. And a knife—in my hand.
“It wasn’t me,” I gasped, struggling against the music that seemed to be growing louder the longer I listened to it. “It wasn’t. I didn’t do it. I remember.”
“Are you sure?” Zo’s voice whispered in my ear even though he was nowhere near me. “Are you so sure you can you trust your memories?”
I set my jaw and forced myself to breathe, to count my heartbeats, to find that place of stillness where it was easy for me to slide between, to find my balance. The music that enveloped me seemed to grow quieter as the world around me slowed.
I felt a crack along the edge of Zo’s compulsion and seized it. I managed to turn my head and look Zo directly in the eye. “Yes,” I said. “I can.”
Zo raised an eyebrow, apparently unimpressed by my declaration or my movement. “What about this memory?”
The music changed between one note and the next, and so did the picture in my head.
Valerie sat on the edge of a stone fountain. The conservatory room was locked from the outside. She wore a threadbare bathrobe with a tattered hem. Her eyes were bright, but with something other than sanity. She looked thinner, hollowed out, as though the essence of her had been scooped out and tossed aside. She looked hungry for attention, desperate and alone.
It was bad enough to have seen my friend wasting away in a mental hospital. Seeing her the way Zo wanted me to see her was worse.
“You put her there, you know,” Zo said conversationally. “It is your fault she lost her mind.”
“No,” I said again. “You took her to the bank. That’s when it happened. I didn’t do it. I tried to help her.”
“Obviously not hard enough.”
“Where is she?” I demanded. “You left the Dungeon with her that night. What did you do to her?”
“I couldn’t very well bring her along on this particular trip. Don’t worry; she’s safe enough.” His eyes narrowed. “But this isn’t about her.”
Zo’s music twisted and Valerie was replaced with Natalie.
“What do you remember about her?” he asked with a hint of legitimate interest in his voice.
How much did he already know about Natalie? I suspected not much. I remembered the first night I’d met Zo. That cold January night when he and Tony and V had played as Zero Hour in the Dungeon. That might have been the only time Natalie had ever met Zo in person. I was glad that I had managed to keep her out of his orbit for so long. Glad that the photograph Dante and I had taken of her kept her safe and stable. I wished I could have done more, but I hadn’t brought a camera with me back through time and it would be hundreds of years before such a device would even be made.
I found the crack in Zo’s compulsion—the place where the music didn’t quite line up—and pushed. I felt it bend, weakening to the shattering point. I could feel my freedom returning, like a limb slowly waking up from numbness. I shook my head, my body prickling with pins and needles. I pushed harder, shoving with everything in me, until it snapped under the pressure and I fell to my knees.
“My memories are my own,” I ground out through gritted teeth. “I don’t have to tell you anything.”
Zo smiled, but not kindly, and paced closer to me. The music cut off as he crouched down by my side. “Why are you fighting so hard? You’re only making it worse for yourself.” He smoothed back a curl of my hair, his fingers lingering on my cheek. They were slick with sweat and warm from the heat of the guitar strings. “Don’t push me, Abby. You won’t like what comes next.”
I jerked away from his touch, my eyes narrowed. “Nothing I say or do is going to stop you from doing whatever it is you have planned. We both know that. So why do you keep pretending you care what happens to me? It just makes you look stupid.”
Zo’s body stilled. The expression on his face turned as flat as the landscape around us, but I could see the anger moving behind his eyes. The air surrounding him turned cold, thin and pointed as fractured ice.
“I wanted to do this gently, effortlessly. But now . . .” He stood up, towering over me, his eyes dark and hard as obsidian. His tone was as sharp. “I can’t promise that you won’t feel pain. And I can’t say that it won’t make me happy if you do.”
He stepped back, his hand curling around the neck of the guitar like it was my throat.
The music he unleashed hit me all at once. A wall of noise and sound overwhelmed my senses, feathering my vision with black, coating my skin with a slick film.
Memories stretched in my mind, elongating into tight, spiraling threads woven with each other into a vast, colorful, living tapestry of my life. The pictures thrummed with power, each one passing through my mind in a blur.
First there were the memories Zo had summoned: V, dying in front of the black hourglass door I had asked him to build. Dante, the darkness from between the doors still clinging to his lean body and his eyes weeping blood. Leo, turning to protect his brother, his sad eyes watching me walk away.
The music intensified. Zo hunched over the strings, his fingers striking as fast as lightning.
Other memories: Natalie, smiling while I took a picture to save her. Valerie, handing me an invisible key, telling me stories with a heart of truth.
Sweat lined Zo’s brow, a drop sliding down past his closed eyes.
Painful memories: Jason, leaning close for a kiss. Mom and Dad, dancing in the kitchen when they didn’t think I was watching. Hannah, painting her toenails and singing along to a song playing in her headphones.
Conflicting memories: Jason, still in love with me when he should have been with Natalie. Jason’s house occupied by a different family. My parents, divorced and bitter. Hannah, unborn and unremembered. They had been part of my life—they were still part of my life—and yet, Zo had managed to redirect the river and change them, erase them. Saving them was one of the reasons I had chosen to pass through the time machine door. I tried to hold on to my memories, tried to make them stay.
The river rushed by; I could almost hear the sound of time passing, could almost feel time slipping through my fingers like water.
The memories started to fray along the edges, unraveling into individual threads instead of the taut tapestry they had once formed. And as each thread snapped off, torn out of me by Zo’s music, a thin tendril of darkness took its place, an emptiness that felt like a scream and sounded like a fading echo.
I knew Zo was a liar. I knew it. And yet, in this he had told me the truth.
It hurt.
A lot.



Chapter 2
The music was everywhere. The music was everything. The notes burrowed inside of me, wriggling and writhing and eating away at the darkest parts of me. More and more notes poured into me, gathering together into a solid mass, rising up in a wall of noise. A curtain of black covered me. I was consumed by the music.
Underneath the music, a sound rose up like words, a primal language of pain.
I heard someone scream. I felt the echo of it rattle in my throat.
Had that noise come from me?
I closed my eyes, hoping I could blot out the sight of the man with the guitar who stood before me, hoping I could escape into the darkness.
Eventually the screaming stopped, but I still heard the music.
Eventually the music stopped, but I still felt the pain.
Eventually the man left, and I was alone.
• • •
“Don’t move.”
The voice entered my ear like a needle. I remembered another voice, a darker voice, dripping with confidence and command. That voice had said the same thing to me, piercing deep. And when I had obeyed—when I had been forced to obey . . .
My mind shied away from the memory. I could feel my heart beating faster as pain sank sharp claws into me. The salt from my dried tears felt gritty on my lips and tasted bitter.
“Can you hear me? I need you to stay still.”
Confused, I tried to open my eyes, but my body didn’t want to cooperate. I didn’t want to stay still. I had been frozen in place for what seemed like a long time, like forever. I wanted to move, to run, to fly. I wanted to leave behind this place, this empty prison that had locked me in endless pain. I pushed myself to my feet, lashing out at the darkness in my mind, at the voice by my ear, searching for something to hang on to. Something to hit. Someone to hurt.
My fist connected with something solid, the thud sending a jolt through my arm.
“No—stop. Don’t.” The voice was closer now, and I heard a note of frustration in his tone. Strong arms wrapped themselves around me, pinning my arms to my chest and holding me close against a body hard as rock. “Be still. Let me help you.”
I shook my head. No one could help me. I had been cast adrift in a sea of agony and there was no salvation in sight. I was lost. Trapped.
I managed to crack my eyes open a slit, wincing at the dull gray light that slipped inside.
The world around me extended into a flat horizon line. I felt like I should recognize the vast, featureless landscape, but I didn’t.
The man holding me against his chest was taller than I was, and his hair was dark and cut short. His skin, a dusky shade of brown, was smooth, his body toned. His face, from the line of his jaw to the slope of his nose, was all planes and angles. A cloth bandage hid his eyes, spots of blood seeping through like tears.
A swell of apprehension rose up inside me at the sight of the blood. Had I done that?
I didn’t think so. Buried beneath the bright red spots on the bandage were darker smudges of older blood. The wound wasn’t fresh, but it also hadn’t yet healed.
I stopped struggling. I felt like I should recognize the person holding me, but I didn’t. No, that wasn’t entirely true. My hand twitched, and I knew that if I pressed my palm to his cheek, it would be a perfect fit.
“You’re here,” I said. The words came unbidden from somewhere inside me, past the pain and confusion, slipping out like a sigh. “You came.”
The tension in his face softened and his body relaxed to match mine. His arms loosened into an embrace. “Of course I came,” he said. His forehead touched mine. “I promised you I would.”
A line of blood appeared at the lower edge of the cloth binding his eyes.
“Your eyes—” I frowned. There was something I should remember about his eyes. Something important. Something that mattered.
He pulled away from me slightly. “I would have been here waiting for you, but I misjudged the time.” He shook his head briskly, absently. “I can see you, but not much else. The river, of course. I can still see that. But everything about the river is muddled—the past, the future. It makes it hard to know where I’m supposed to be.”
“Be with me,” I said. My thoughts drifted as if in a dream. I couldn’t stop looking at his mouth. I didn’t understand most of what he was saying, but the shape of his lips was mesmerizing. Inviting. I wanted to touch them, taste them. I wanted them to tell me his name.
His arms tightened around me as the embrace melted into a caress. “Always.” He exhaled the word, his breath hot on my cheek.
The world around me softened and blurred. The sensation of being in a dream was stronger than ever. I felt lighter than air. I raised myself up on my toes, sure that with that small push, I would float away into the sky.
Instead, my lips met his, and if I had wished to fly before, now I was soaring.
His hands trailed lines of light up my back and along my neck as he held me close to him. His mouth moved on mine with an intensity as fierce as the summer sun.
My fingers and toes tingled, but the rest of me melted into something soft and ethereal. A breath wrapped around a liquid core.
“Who are you?” I asked dreamily when he finally released me and I could speak again. “And where have you been all my life?”
His mouth curved in a small smile. “Are you feeling all right?” he asked with a hint of confusion.
“Mmm, never better,” I said, lifting up on my toes again, wanting to taste that smile in another kiss.
Instead he pulled away, moving his hands from my back to my shoulders. He held me at arm’s length, and I had the feeling he was somehow studying me with his wounded eyes.
I felt a giggle bubble up inside me. “You’re cute when you’re serious, do you know that?” I tilted my head to the side, mirroring his position. “Can I see your face?” I asked suddenly. “All of it. I want to see your eyes.” I reached up and touched the side of his blood-stained bandage.
He stepped back quickly, shaking his head. “No, don’t—”
I lowered my hand, a smear of red on my fingers. “Why not? What happened to them? You’re not blind, are you? I thought you said you could see me.”
A tremor traveled through him. He controlled it quickly, though his body remained taut and tense.
“Let me see your eyes,” I said again, a little worried. “Maybe I can help.”
“How long have you been here?” he asked quietly.
I shrugged. “Does it matter?”
“How long?” he demanded in a voice close to a shout.
“I don’t know!” I shouted back. “I don’t even know where I am. But I know I hate it here.”
A muscle twitched in his jaw. “Where is the door?” he asked.
“What door?” I glanced around, wondering if perhaps I had overlooked something, but the barren landscape held nothing but us.
He frowned, a deep line crossing his forehead.
“What is your name?” he asked, but it didn’t seem like he wanted to know. It seemed more like it was a test.
“What kind of question is that?” I laughed. “It’s . . .” I started. “My name is . . .” And then my mind went blank. Or rather, it went black, the darkness creeping in from the edges of my consciousness. Terror followed, slipping in behind the shadows. How could I not know my own name? A cold sweat lined my scalp, left damp trails down the back of my neck. My mind felt thick with questions, stuffed with noise and chaos.
“What is my name?” An edge appeared in his voice, diamond-sharp and demanding. Another test.
I shrugged again, feeling a flare of anger cut through my confusion. “You tell me. You seem to know all the answers before you even ask the questions.”
He took a deep breath and his whole body sharpened into stillness. He seemed to gather the quietness around him, focusing it into a single narrow point that he aimed directly at me. “I need you to concentrate. Think back. What’s the last thing you remember?”
Frowning, I shook my head. When I pushed at the block in my mind, it pushed back. And it hurt. I didn’t want to remember. The block wouldn’t let me remember. All I knew was that there was a deep emptiness in me that had somehow been filled with an even deeper darkness.
“Close your eyes if you have to,” he said, his body and his voice tight with intensity. “Think. Tell me what you remember.” He took the step that separated us and placed his hands on my shoulders again, holding me in place.
I didn’t have to close my eyes as a memory crashed into me. Just a glimpse. A fleeting impression, gone almost before it arrived. But all at once, I felt myself start to shake. My breathing became ragged, each heavy gasp torn from my body. “A song,” I managed. “There was a man playing a song. I remember the music.”
Another glimpse bubbled up from behind the blackness. Dark hair. Dark eyes. An aura of confidence. Of power.
“The music took . . . everything,” I moaned, covering my mouth with my hands as though I could protect something I’d already lost.
The man standing in front of me made a sound—a half-moan, half-growl—deep in his throat: “Zo.” It might have been a name; I couldn’t tell.
The darkness in my mind flexed and stretched as though responding to a distant call.
“Zo damaged your memories and left you here to suffer, knowing the bank would finish what he had started.” His voice shook with disbelief, cracking with anger. “You can’t stay here. It’s not safe. You’re already dangerously out of balance. We’ve got to get you back into the river before it’s too late.” The anger in his voice hardened into resolve, and when he spoke again, he was quiet and serious. “I will not lose you. I will not let him win.”
Before I could say anything, he took my hand and led me a short distance away across the unmarked sands to where a river of light flowed. The light was filled with a hypnotic movement that swayed and danced. Images floated along the surface of the river—people, places—but nothing I recognized. Nothing that sparked a memory strong enough to burn through the darkness eating away at me.
He placed his hands on my shoulders and held me firmly.
“Listen to me very carefully,” he said. “I’m sending you back through the river. I don’t know if your memories will return when I do, but if not, I need you to remember this: When you go through the river, you’ll be in a courtroom. A man named Orlando will be there. You’ll know him by the marks on his wrists. He has chains, like mine.” He pushed his sleeve up over his arm, revealing a band of shimmering gold. “Only his will be black. He can help you. He’s a good man; you can trust him.”
“How do I know I can trust you?” I asked.
In response, he cupped my head in his hands and kissed me hard. “Because I love you, Abigail Beatrice Edmunds. I always have. I always will.”
At the touch of his lips, at the sound of his voice saying my name, the darkness inside me seemed to retreat, leaving behind a golden glimmer of light flickering like fireflies. I caught my breath in wonder.
“I will find a way to return to you what was stolen.”
My head throbbed, and my lungs labored to draw in even the smallest breath. Even though I didn’t understand what was happening, I knew one thing: I could trust his kiss.
“I’m sorry this has happened to you,” he said. “I will make this right. I promise.”
“What are you going to do?”
A grim expression settled over his face. For the first time, I was glad I couldn’t see his eyes. “I’m going hunting.”
Then he pushed my shoulders and I fell back. The river closed over me without even a splash or a ripple to mark my passing.



Chapter 3
I opened my eyes, wincing as the flickering light from a row of candles washed across the wall in waves. I was lying on my back on a wooden floor. My entire body ached and my legs were sore. My head throbbed something fierce, and I rubbed at my temples, trying to soothe the constant pounding in my brain. Tear tracks had dried on my cheeks; my eyes felt like they had been scoured with sand. Dust filled my mouth.
Standing up, I took stock of my surroundings. The candles kept the room from being completely dark, and I could see several more unlit candles wedged into sconces on the wall; the yellowish wax had dripped down over the brass brackets like dried honey. The room was crammed with several rows of wooden benches all facing a high table that dominated one wall. Was I in a church? A schoolroom?
A whisper in my mind reminded me that I was supposed to be in a courtroom.
I looked closer. On the other side of the table sat five chairs—two on either side of a center seat on a dais. Resting in front of the thronelike chair was a set of golden scales, balanced, with a small stone in the center of each tray.
I was in a courtroom after all. Strange.
I cast my mind back over the last few hours, trying to follow that little whisper back to its source, but all I remembered was a shadow of a man. A hard kiss. And then a river of light.
Ringing in the back of my ears was a voice: a name. No, two names. Abigail. Orlando.
I rubbed at my forehead, feeling confused and lost. I shook my head, hoping the scattered pieces jumbled up in my brain would start to fit together somehow, but the only thing I dislodged was a heavy and hungry darkness. A darkness that didn’t belong to me—didn’t belong in me.
I studied the table in more detail. It was covered with papers, random, disorganized. The candles were burning brightly, but they hadn’t been burning long; the wax around the wicks had just started to melt. It looked like someone had been here—and recently—but then was called away.
In the center of the room stood a tall, narrow doorway, a freestanding frame made of blackened wood with images carved all over the surface. A sense of wrongness seemed to emanate from it. Not even the candlelight would come close to the structure, ending instead in a hard line a foot from the door. Looking at it made me shiver.
I wondered what it was.
I heard a groan next to me, and I backed away until my legs hit the high table. I held onto the edge for support.
A man lay on the floor next to the door, one hand pressed to his forehead, his eyes closed in pain. He groaned again, and then he pushed himself up into a sitting position. He shook his head slightly, his dark hair sweeping across his face.
When he opened his blue-gray eyes and looked at me, I felt the world tilt a little to the left before it snapped back into place. There was something about him that seemed so familiar, and yet it was gone before I could catch it.
“Who are you?” I managed. My throat felt raw, like I’d been screaming for a long time.
His eyebrows lifted in surprise. He opened his mouth, but the sound of approaching footsteps stalled his words.
We both looked toward the door—not the black door in the center of the room but the main door behind the rows of benches.
A tall man entered the room, an imperial stride in his step. He wore a long, dark green coat over a pair of brown trousers. Silver stars winked from his high collar. A thick belt crisscrossed his waist, and black boots thumped on the floor. Behind him scurried a second man, smaller and shorter, with a sheaf of papers in one hand, a thick candle in the other, and a satchel over his shoulder.
“Orlando di Alessandro Casella,” the tall man thundered, surprise registering on his face, followed immediately by fear, before all emotion was smoothed away. “What are you doing here?” he snapped. Without waiting for an answer, he turned to his smaller companion. “Why didn’t you tell me of this, Domenico?”
“I . . . he . . .” the small man stammered. “He wasn’t here before. I swear.” His eyes darted to the black door in the center of the room, and his face paled even more.
The words the men spoke sounded odd to my ears. I could understand them perfectly, and yet, there was a part of me that insisted the men were speaking a different language. But how could that be?
The man sitting on the floor suddenly rocked to his heels and stood up, his body tall and straight. He held his hands loose by his sides, but I could sense the power coiled in his limbs. He was strong. And clearly not someone to cross.
I noticed his wrists were black with marks that looked like chains. The sight of those chains stirred something in me, but not fear or unease. I felt a shiver of memory brush past, leaving behind a sense of calm and confidence. Whatever was going on, I felt like I was where I was supposed to be. And with a person I was supposed to find.
I took a small step, but the table was in the way. As I bumped into it, the scales tipped over, the metal making a small clang as it hit the wood.
The attention from all three men snapped to me.
“Who are you?” the tall man demanded of me. He gestured sharply to his assistant, and the small man trotted around the room, lighting the extra candles, the flames flickering madly in his haste to illuminate the space.
“How did you get in here?” The tall man took a step in my direction, his eyes dark and angry.
Orlando shifted to block his approach, his slack hands tightening into fists.
“What is your name?” the newcomer demanded of me.
My ears rang with the sharpness of his question and underneath the noise, I heard the memory of another voice asking me the same question. Testing me.
But unlike last time, now a name hovered in my mind. My name: Abigail. I held it to me like a treasured gift. I didn’t want to tell it to these strangers, though; I didn’t want to let it go. It was the one thing I could hold on to against the shifting tide of my unsteady memory.
I swallowed, forcing my body to stay still and my mouth to stay closed. My eyes met Orlando’s and in his blue eyes, I saw an unexpected calmness. An invitation to trust him.
“I did what you wanted, Angelo,” Orlando said to the man in the green coat, positioning his body so he stood between me and him. “I went through the machine, and I came back. It’s time for you to honor your promise.”
Angelo weighed Orlando with his gaze. His mouth twisted into a frown. “We’re not done with you yet.”
“You promised—” Orlando began.
“I know what was promised. What I don’t know is what happened to you. How did you return here? And when? We were not scheduled to open the door until tomorrow.”
Orlando flicked a glance at the black door that filled the room with its silent presence. He tugged at the blood-stained cuffs of his shirt, pulling the sleeves down over his hands, hiding his chains. “I came home another way,” he said quietly. “The place where I was . . . it was not safe.”
At Orlando’s words, I had a moment of sensory overload: gray light, a landscape that stretched beyond the horizon, the sound of water falling like broken glass. I pressed my hand to my forehead, but the memory was gone.
“And where—exactly—were you?” Angelo strode forward to the high table, past Orlando, past the black door. He didn’t seem disturbed by its ominous nature; he seemed to treat it like it was just another piece of furniture in the room. I didn’t think that was wise.
As he approached me, I sidestepped away, skirting the edge of the freestanding door until I was standing close to Orlando. Though I didn’t know exactly who he was, I felt like there was something that bound us together, and I knew I would rather side with him than against him.
Angelo positioned himself in the elaborate center seat with all the ceremony of a reigning king. His assistant followed in his wake, quickly setting out the paper on the table and withdrawing a pen and an inkwell from the satchel at his side. Angelo pinned Orlando with a sharp look. “You will tell me everything that happened to you from the moment you stepped through that door”—he pointed at the black frame—“until the moment I stepped through that one”—he pointed at the main door to the room.
Orlando hesitated. Then he folded his arms across his chest, the fabric of his shirt pulling tight across his back. “Why are you here?”
“What?” Angelo barked, looking up from a scrawl on one of the papers on the table.
“If you weren’t planning to open the door until tomorrow, then how did you know I would be here now? How did you know I had returned?”
Angelo’s frown deepened and a muscle jumped along his jaw. “I didn’t,” he said finally, and I could see what it cost him to admit that. “I was here on other business. Your appearance was . . . unexpected.”
“How long was I gone?” Orlando asked, a huskiness in his voice.
“A day shy of one month.”
Orlando nodded as though he had expected that answer, but I could tell that it still made him sad.
“Where did you go?” Angelo asked again. He gestured to his assistant, who dipped the pen in the ink and held it over a blank parchment.
Orlando glanced at me, his blue eyes filled with a strange light. “Beyond this life. Beyond time itself. Perhaps even to heaven and back.”
Angelo’s assistant sucked in his breath in a small gasp. A drop of ink fell to the paper, marring its pristine surface.
Angelo’s face paled. He swallowed, and a thin line of sweat graced his upper lip. “Blasphemy,” he whispered. “No man could see heaven and live . . .” His eyes rested on the black door, closed and quiet. Now he seemed willing to grant it the fear he had withheld earlier.
I suspected it might be too little, too late.
Orlando lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “You told me what the machine did—what you hoped it would do—before you sent me through. Why is it so hard to believe that it worked? That it did what it was designed to do?”
Angelo kept his gaze on the door, and I could see how his fear was slowly giving way to something else. Something that looked like cunning. Like satisfaction.
His mousy assistant coughed, and Angelo returned his attention to us, quickly masking his expression. “But we sent you alone. So I must ask again: Who is she?” Angelo stabbed a finger in my direction, and I flinched even though I was across the room. “Where did she come from? And why is she wearing men’s clothes?”
I looked down at my clothes: blue jeans, T-shirt, sneakers. What was so strange about that? It was what I always wore, wasn’t it? I felt a weight around my neck and brushed my fingers over a heart-shaped locket on a silver chain. When I touched it, two faces appeared in my mind, but the images were sketchy. Just fleeting impressions. Two men. Both with dark hair—but one with a fringe of white along the edge, one with a hint of a curl. Both with dark eyes—but one with black, the other gray. Two smiles—one sly, one small. Had one of these two strange shadow-men given me the locket? I couldn’t remember.
Orlando didn’t even glance at me; he kept his gaze locked on Angelo’s face. “I did what I said I would do. I expect you to keep your promises: Protect my family; tell them I died a hero; restore my name—and my honor—in their eyes. And I will keep my promise: I’ll leave here and never return.”
Angelo shook his head before Orlando had finished speaking. “You have information we need—”
“You know the machine works,” Orlando said. “You have your list of names. I don’t have to tell you anything else.”
Orlando turned to me and grasped my hand before I could do more than take a single step back. He pressed his palm flat against mine.
I felt a flash of energy when our fingers touched, and for a moment his eyes took on a brighter, more electric-blue hue.
“Do you trust me?” he asked, his voice low and private.
I heard an echo of his words, but in a different voice, a different time.
I felt off balance, as though my next step would either be on land or in the air. I would either fall or fly. And either way, my fate would be decided. Would I trust him? Could I? What did my heart say?
“Orlando!” Angelo shouted, standing up behind the table.
“Please, my lady of light.”
The words sent a jolt up my spine. I knew that phrase. I remembered it. Tracks of fire burned hot in the blackness of my mind until I could almost see the shape of the language on his lips. Could almost see that he wasn’t speaking English, but Italian.
How did I know Italian?
“Domenico, stop them,” Angelo ordered.
The small man at his side startled, then took a tentative step in our direction.
Orlando held my gaze. I thought I glimpsed an infinite measure of patience in his eyes, but I knew we were running short on time. The mysteries of strange languages, black doors, and missing memories would have to wait.
I knew if I wanted answers, I would have to go with Orlando.
I nodded quickly, squeezing his hand in mine for emphasis.
His sudden grin transformed his face, stripping away the strain and worry I hadn’t realized was there until it was gone.
That sudden sense of familiarity was back, stronger than before. He looked so much like someone I knew. But who?
“Then don’t look back,” he said and pulled me toward the main doors of the courtroom.
“Domenico!” Angelo shouted.
I heard a commotion behind me—the scrape of wood on wood as a chair fell over, the flurry of papers taking to the air—but I didn’t look back.
All I could see before me was Orlando’s dark hair, his broad shoulders, and his strong arm linked to mine. There was a part of me that hoped he would never let go.
We pushed through the door and into a narrow hallway. More light flickered, this time from torches. My breath surged in my throat, clotted and cloying; I felt like I might throw up. I stumbled, feeling the walls close in around me. My eyes were unfocused, blurry with double vision. I had been somewhere like this before, and recently. Somewhere dark. Somewhere I didn’t want to be again.
“Wait—” I gasped, pulling on Orlando’s hand to slow him down.
He turned, and I saw the same claustrophobic terror around the edges of his eyes. He wanted out of this suffocating place as much as I did.
I gathered my courage and forced my eyes to focus on the here and now.
Behind us the hallway stretched out long and thin before falling off into a staircase descending into darkness. A guard stood at attention at the top of the stairs. His eyes locked with mine and he bristled with suspicion. He took a step forward.
“Not that way,” Orlando said in a hurry. “That way leads to the dungeon. No, this way.” He tugged me forward.
Shouts sounded from behind us. A door slammed open, the bang as loud as a drum. I could hear the staccato rhythm of boots thumping on the wooden floor, the crispness of metal on metal. The sound made me think of a knife on bone, or a fingernail scraping over a tightened string. My mind shied away from the mental image, from the music I could almost hear, and I shook my head, trying to concentrate on staying upright and moving forward.
My feet tripped over themselves until I found a fast rhythm. Keeping pace with Orlando, I counted my steps, knowing each one was taking me closer to freedom and the promise of open sky.
Thirty-five, thirty-six, thirty-seven.
Orlando swung around a corner, stuttering to a stop. Three more guards clogged the hallway, each one with narrow eyes and a thin blade. Their intensity hit us like a wave.
“Go,” Orlando barked, turning me on my heel and pushing me in front of him as we ran down another hallway.
I could barely breathe; the air tasted like smoke and filled my eyes, my nose, my mouth with ash. I squinted through the darkness through eyes that burned. Was there no end to these narrow hallways?
Sixty-nine. Seventy. Seventy-one.
Orlando grabbed my hand, pulling me to the left, then left again, then to the right, until whatever small sense of direction I had retained was gone.
We ran past seemingly endless rows of torch brackets, the light blurring in my peripheral vision into one thin, unbroken stream of fire. We passed door after door; some stayed closed. Others swung open, disgorging guards, officers, men with swords, men with clubs.
Five hundred six. Five hundred seven.
My world dissolved into a cacophony filled with shouts to stop, to go, to turn, to wait, to go back, to go forward. I clutched Orlando’s hand like a lifeline. As much as I didn’t want to be stopped, caught, trapped by the guards chasing us, I didn’t want to be lost forever in these twisting tunnels, either.
We ran up a flight of stairs, exchanging rough-hewn stone walls and plain wooden doors for more lush surroundings: colorful carpets and rugs on the floor, tapered candles instead of torches on the wall, even a slice of a window or two. The hallways were empty here on the upper level and, though the sound of footsteps still thundered behind us, I harbored a hope that we might make our escape after all.
I ran until my lungs ached, until my sweat burned, until my legs lost their strength and a sudden cramp locked my muscles. I stumbled and fell to my knees with a cry and—two thousand twenty-eight, two thousand twenty-nine—the numbers ran out of my head.
Orlando turned and, without missing a step, reached out to catch me before I fell any further. He lifted me up and then, with one arm behind my back, swung me into his arms.
He was unrelenting, his energy unfailing. I could feel his breath on my neck, the rise and fall of his chest as he carried me toward the door at the other end of the hallway.
I blinked the sweat from my eyes and clutched at the collar of Orlando’s shirt.
An open door.
Could it be true?
Orlando arrowed his way outside, breaking free from the courthouse without breaking stride.
He headed for the spacious plaza that lay outside the courthouse, his footing swift and sure across the mosaic-patterned cobblestones. Despite the late hour, there were several other people scattered across the plaza, but they were all wrapped in heavy cloaks, heads down, intent on conserving warmth and not getting involved.
I tilted my face to the stars and gulped down a steady stream of cold, clean air. The sweat on my body tingled like snow melting and I felt a trickle of relief slide down my neck and spine.
“Hold on, my lady,” Orlando said. “Just another minute . . . we’ll be safe in just another minute.”
I turned my face toward Orlando’s chest. I hoped he was right. I hoped there would be a safe place for us at the end of this journey. But deep in the black place where my memories used to be I feared it would be a long time before I felt safe again.
The sky above was dark and clear, but the air tasted of a coming storm.



Chapter 4
When we reached the other side of the plaza, Orlando slipped into the shadows of an alleyway as narrow as a throat before setting me on my feet. “Can you walk?” he asked, holding tight to my forearm in case I fell. His breath plumed from his mouth and nose like steam. His eyes darted from me to the plaza behind us, searching, watching.
I gulped down huge breaths of cold air and nodded. My leg still ached, a sharp pain racing from my hip to my ankle, like someone had stretched a rubber band next to my bone and then lit it on fire. “I can make it,” I said, hoping it was the truth.
“Are you sure?” he said, glancing past my shoulder. “We need to keep moving.” He shifted his weight forward, his chest still heaving from his run, and I knew he was eager to take flight again.
I followed his glance. Two men were hunting through the plaza, stopping each person, checking each couple. Silver moonlight lined the edges of their bared swords. I could almost hear the time ticking away while we stood in the shadows of the alley. I knew the longer we waited, the more danger we were in. There were still people in the plaza, but not many. It would take only one person to say, yes, they had seen us run past, one person pointing in our direction, and our precarious hiding spot would be exposed.
“My lady?” He squeezed my forearm lightly, but the urgency in Orlando’s voice was clear.
I nodded and took a step forward. My sore leg crumpled under my weight.
Orlando caught me, concern filling his eyes.
Goose bumps lifted on my arms. A brisk wind kicked up and my teeth chattered. My skin remembered the touch of summer’s warmth and rebelled at the sudden change to winter’s bite.
“I don’t think I can make it,” I said, feeling cold tears sting my eyes.
Orlando rubbed his hands briskly over my arms, but between the shocks I’d already endured and the cold that seemed to be turning me to snow, I couldn’t stop shivering. My body felt encased in frozen air, my bones as brittle as icicles.
“I’m sorry,” I managed as the tears spilled down my cheeks. “You should go. I’ll be fine. I’ll catch up—”
Orlando cut me off with a gesture. “No. I’m not leaving you behind.”
I blinked as an image flashed behind my eyes. An alternating rhythm of red and yellow lights, the sound of fire cracking open the bones of a wooden building and sucking out the marrow with a scorching tongue.
And then the image was gone as the familiar blackness cut across my mind like a drawn curtain, denying me entrance to my own memories.
“My lady?” Orlando said again.
I felt divided, body and soul. I shivered violently, but whether from the darkness, the exhaustion, or the winter air around me, I couldn’t tell.
He stepped up next to me, encircling me with his arm and pulling me close. His body shook with exhaustion and he pressed his hand to his side as though working away a stitch in his muscles. “I know where we can go. It’s there—at the end of the alley. I don’t think I can carry you again; do you think you can make it that far?”
Leaning against him, I managed to limp forward one step. Then two. I bit down on my lip to keep my whimpers from turning into a scream.
Slowly, one limping, halting step at a time, we shuffled deeper into the dark alley, aiming for the vertical band of lighter gray at the other end. I tried not to think about the tight quarters, the oppressive sky looming overhead. I avoided thinking about the words trapped, locked, and endless and focused instead on the words open, free, and horizon. It seemed to work, for a time.
When we emerged from the mouth of the alley, I looked up and all the words evaporated from my head. I couldn’t speak. Towering above me was the most amazing, most beautiful, most elaborate building I had ever seen. A cathedral sparkling with stained glass windows. Walls of smooth gray stones set in intricate patterns. Towers pirouetting to delicate points. A light dusting of snow feathered the edges of the structure like wings.
I couldn’t look away. I didn’t want to. The mere sight of it filled me with peace and happiness.
Orlando directed us toward the heavy doors; I leaned my weight on his shoulder, trying to keep as much pressure off my leg as possible.
I swallowed, too filled with emotion to speak. We were going inside the cathedral. My heart sped up in anticipation.
Orlando pulled open the door and a flood of warm golden light washed out over us.
We slipped inside the church, the door swinging shut behind us.
I had thought the outside of the building was breathtaking, but the interior felt magical.
The moonlight that fell through the stained glass windows diffused into a rainbow of muted colors, softening the edges of the pews and rounding the square corners of the pillars that held up the high arched ceiling. The air felt still and serene in the heart of the cathedral. Statues of saints populated the nooks and alcoves along the wall. A rack of stubby candles stood by the door, many of them lit with the prayers and wishes of the faithful. Further down the aisle, I could see the heart of the nave covered in gold.
A huge mural stretched across one whole wall, countless images of angels within its golden boundaries. From the angel with a flaming sword turning away Adam and Eve to the Angel Gabriel appearing to Mary, the mother of God, to the Archangel Michael battling the dragon as the stars fell from the skies.
“What is this place?” I asked, awed.
Orlando followed my gaze. “It’s the Cathedral of the Angels.” His voice was reverent, and a little wistful. “My parents were married here. I had hoped—”
His voice cut off as a man in a black robe approached us. The cowl of his robe spilled over his shoulders, revealing a face weathered and worn by age. His white hair was trimmed short, and his eyes were soft and kind. His hands were tucked into the wide sleeves of his cassock. The moonlight outlined a silver cross on his chest.
“Welcome, weary travelers. I am Father Marchello. I hope you find peace and shelter here in the house of God.” The priest glided toward us on whispering, slippered feet.
Orlando shifted, his body automatically moving to shield me. “We have come seeking sanctuary, Father.”
The priest hesitated, stopping a few feet from us.
“Just for the night,” Orlando said quickly. “We—”
A heavy knock sounded at the front door, the sound rolling through the quiet church like thunder.
Orlando pushed me behind him until my back was against the wall and we were out of sight of the doorway. My heart raced and the breath I had managed to catch slipped away from me in a low exhale of panic.
The priest tilted his head, watching us.
The knock sounded again, louder and more insistent.
“Please,” Orlando breathed.
I could feel the sweat on his skin where it touched mine, hot and cold at the same time.
Nodding imperceptibly toward us, the priest walked to the door and pulled it open.
“Good evening,” he said, nodding his head in greeting.
“I’m sorry to disturb you, Father,” a gruff voice said, “but two prisoners have recently escaped from the courthouse. A man and a woman. He is tall, dark hair, blue eyes. She is smaller, thin, with brown hair, and is dressed as a boy. Has anyone matching that description come to the cathedral this evening seeking help? Protection, even?”
Orlando inched back, pressing me even closer to the wall until all I could see was the broad expanse of his shoulders. I could feel the tension in his body like steel. His hand found mine and held on tight.
“God extends His hand to all men who come to the cathedral seeking help and protection,” the priest said smoothly.
“These prisoners are dangerous, Father. It is important we find them as soon as possible.”
“Thank you for the warning, good sir,” the priest said. “If anyone comes to our door who matches that description, I will be sure to personally escort them back to the courthouse.”
“I would appreciate that, Father. Thank you.”
“Good night,” the priest said. The door made a firm thud as it settled closed.
I peeked around Orlando’s shoulder, holding my breath, straining my ears in case the guard decided to return. But the church was quiet and still.
“I’m sorry you had to lie for us, Father,” Orlando said, his voice low.
“Oh, but I didn’t,” the priest said, a smile in his voice. “The truth is, if any such people do come to the door tonight, I will take them to the authorities. But seeing as how you are already here . . .” His voice trailed off as he shrugged. “I doubt I will have much trouble keeping my word.”
I heard Orlando exhale a tightly held breath and saw his shoulders drop. He stepped forward, though his hand remained closed around mine. “We are not dangerous like he said. We are simple travelers looking for a safe place to stay. We will be gone at first light, I promise.”
The priest paused, as though considering Orlando’s words, then he nodded. “Rest a moment. I will bring you some blankets and, if you wish, something to eat. I believe there is something we can spare from the kitchens.”
My stomach growled loudly. I winced in embarrassment.
Orlando offered me a slight smile. To the priest, he said, “Yes, thank you. We would be grateful for your hospitality.”
The priest nodded again and disappeared through an archway, deeper into the hidden rooms of the church.
Orlando helped me sit on the nearest pew.
“Thanks,” I chattered. My breath misted in the quiet church. It was nearly as cold inside as it was out on the plaza. I hoped the priest would be back soon with the blankets.
Orlando frowned. “Wait here a moment.” He padded down the aisle toward two tall, closet-sized boxes standing side by side along the wall. He slipped into one side of the confessionals and emerged a moment later with his hands full of an earth-brown cloth. Returning to me, he unrolled it, and I saw it was a cloak. He draped it around my shoulders, and I immediately relaxed into the warmth that covered me from head to foot.
“Better?” he asked.
I nodded, wrapping my arms closer to my body in a hug. “You didn’t have to do this. The priest said he’d bring blankets.”
“You couldn’t wait.”
“What about you?” I asked.
“I’ll be fine,” he said.
Now it was my turn to frown. His face had already turned a wind-whipped shade of red and his lips were shadowed blue. “No, you won’t. Here—” I started to shrug out of the cloak.
He sat down heavily next to me, his hand on my arm. “No. You need it more than I do.”
Looking more closely at him, I could see the strain in the line of his neck, the anxiety hovering around his mouth.
“Orlando?” I tried his name on my tongue.
He turned, and his eyes softened when he looked at me. “Yes?”
“Do you think he believed you? Father Marchello, I mean. Do you think he’ll let us stay the night? Or do you think he’ll call the guards back?”
Orlando’s gaze lifted to the angel mural on the wall. “By granting us sanctuary, he’s bound by all the laws of God and man to let us stay. At least for the night. I don’t know what will happen to us in the morning.”
“What happened to us tonight?” I asked.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, I woke up in a courtroom, but I don’t really understand how I got there. Part of me feels like we just met, yet there is another part of me that feels like I’ve known you a long time.” I laughed ruefully. “I don’t think I’m even from here, though apparently I can speak Italian—except I don’t remember ever learning it. All my memories are scattered, and it’s hard to remember anything.” I sighed, my shoulders slumping under the weight of my frustration and fear. “Can you tell me where we are? Do you know what’s going on?”
Orlando glanced at the archway where the priest had exited, but we were alone in the church. His gaze returned to me, and when he spoke, his words were quiet but intense. “The black door in the courtroom—had you ever seen it before?”
I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”
Orlando frowned as though I had given the wrong answer. “Did you know it was a machine that could break through the barriers of time?”
I couldn’t stop the words from bursting out. “What! Are you crazy?”
His frown deepened. “I’ll take that as a no.”
“A time machine?” I asked, but the rest of my words died in my mouth. Was such a thing possible? No, of course not. And yet . . .
I’d been trying to force myself to remember something—anything—about my past, but so far, when I looked inward, all I saw was that strange blackness as tall and thick as a wall, blocking me from myself. And yet . . . I felt the darkness inside me shift a little at the thought. The flutter of a veil that offered a mere glimpse at the light behind it. As impossible as the idea was, it had the shine of truth to it.
Was I brave enough to believe the truth, no matter how impossible it seemed?
“I don’t know how it is that you can speak my language,” Orlando said, interrupting my thoughts, “but you do, as perfectly as if you had been born here. Yet, I can assure you, you are not from this place—or this time.” He held my gaze with a meaningful look.
I didn’t want to ask the question, but I had to know. “You think I’m here because I traveled through time?”
He shrugged his acceptance of the truth. “You said you felt like we had met before. We have. I met you for the first time in a place that exists only on the other side of that black door. A place that is accessible only by those who have been through that black door. So how could you have been in that place unless you too had passed through that same black door?”
I leaned against the back of the pew, too stunned to speak. The veil of darkness drifted in my mind again, the gleam of truth shining a little brighter than before.
“Where was it?” I asked. “The place where we met?”
Orlando hesitated, as though debating on what my reaction might be. “You called it the bank and told me how it runs alongside the river of time.”
“I told you that?”
He nodded. “That’s why I’m worried. When you arrived on the bank, you had all the answers. Now, though, clearly something has happened to you to change that. Do you remember anything that happened between when we were on the bank and when we were in the courtroom?”
I pressed my hand to my forehead. I remembered pain, and the harsh notes of a song that hurt, but somehow I didn’t think that was what Orlando was looking for. I shook my head, ruthlessly ignoring the beginnings of a headache.
“If that door in the courtroom is a time machine, then what year is it?” I asked.
Orlando tugged at his sleeves, revealing the pair of black chains marked around his wrists.
I swallowed. I wanted to reach out and touch the chains, but I didn’t dare. It would have been too invasive, too intimate. Instead I reached for the locket around my neck, following the smooth curve of the heart with my fingertips.
He rotated his wrists outward, and where the chains met on the inside of his wrists was a blank circle with two arrows pointing to the midnight mark. Beneath the curve on one wrist were the letters MD; beneath the other were the letters MDI.
He touched the marks with cautious fingers. First one wrist, then the other. “When I left. And when I arrived.” He swallowed. “You asked me what year it is. It’s 1501. The first month of 1501.”
Orlando looked down at his hands. “They marked me like this before I went through the door.”
“Why?” I asked.
“They wanted to keep track,” he said quietly, “and make me remember.”
“Why don’t I have them?” I asked. “If I went through the door like you say I did, then where are my marks?”
Orlando shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t think you went through the same machine the same way I did.” He looked down at his lap, a frown pulling at his mouth. “But they said I was the first. That’s what I don’t understand.” He looked back up at me. “How did you travel to the bank if I was the first one through the door?”
I shrugged, barely able to hold on to the conversation, let alone offer an answer. Especially when I still had questions of my own. “Then where did I come from?”
He carefully took both my hands, his fingers still cold from the wind, his skin still smudged with dried blood beneath the black chains.
“I don’t know,” he said again. “What I do know is that you helped me when I needed it most. You knew what I did not. You gave me the truth—and hope.” He paused, a bright light in his blue eyes. “And now I will do my best to return the favor. I don’t know where you came from, but I promise I will do everything in my power to help you return home.”
Home. The word conjured the sensation of family, of refuge, of chocolate melting on my tongue. Longing welled up deep within me, but I knew that, as much as I wanted to go home, there was something I had to do first.
If I could only remember what it was.



Chapter 5
Father Marchello returned with two bowls of broth in his hands and a large blanket draped over one arm. He left them on the edge of the pew, carefully straightening the folds of the blanket. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”
“No, thank you,” Orlando replied. “You have done more than we could have expected. We are in your debt.”
The priest bowed and silently receded into the shadows.
Orlando waited until we were alone before reaching for the bowls with trembling hands. His face was haggard and pale. His dark hair was stiff with dried sweat and his blue eyes were smudged with exhaustion. As he handed one bowl to me, his sleeve pulled back over his wrist, revealing the hard edge of the black bands marked on his body.
Our eyes met at the same time as our hands did, and I quickly accepted the food, allowing Orlando a moment to tug his sleeves down, hiding the brands.
My eyes caught on the gesture and a wave of memory slid over my eyes. Another cold night. Another hand tugging a sleeve down over a slender wrist. Another set of black chains. And then the memory was gone, lost in the shifting fog. Had I really seen something? Or was my tired mind simply playing tricks on me? I shook my head. It hurt to try to think around the block in my memory. I had just left behind my last headache. I really didn’t want to invite another one in.
I swallowed down a mouthful of a warm broth flavored with basil and sweet milk. I could feel the warmth travel all through me. “This is delicious.” I sighed with satisfaction and quickly took another drink.
Orlando watched me with a smile. “How long has it been since you’ve eaten?”
“I can’t remember,” I said around another mouthful. “Too long.”
“Here,” Orlando said, pouring some of his broth into the bottom of my bowl.
“Oh, no, I couldn’t—”
“I insist.” He used his finger to stop the drip of the broth that had spilled over the side. “There is more than enough to share.”
I cradled the warm bowl in my hands and looked up at him. “Thank you,” I said, knowing that those two simple words were not capable of carrying the weight of emotion that I felt. “For the food, the cloak. And for the information. You’re like some kind of hero—rescuing a damsel in distress and everything,” I said with a half laugh, quickly brushing my hand across my eyes to prevent the tears I felt welling up from falling. I wanted him to think I was brave, even though I felt small and lost and alone at the moment.
“Oh, no, my lady,” he murmured. “I’m no hero.” A mask of sadness covered his face, seeming to age him as I watched.
The fog in my mind shifted, an almost-memory stirring, but before I could bring it to light, he leaned forward. For a moment I thought he might touch my cheek, but instead he lifted my empty bowl from my hands and set it to the side.
“You should try to rest a little. Morning will be here soon.”
I nodded, yawning. I was warm and fed and feeling at peace in a quiet and still place. Rest sounded wonderful. I lay down on the pew, curling up to cradle as much of my body heat next to my chest as possible.
Through half-closed lids, I saw Orlando quietly slip from the pew and wrap the blanket around his shoulders. He walked the few steps to the main doors of the church and stood in front of the window, watching, guarding, protecting.
Between one breath and the next, I closed my eyes and let myself drift away.
• • •
The dream was as dark as midnight and as vast as the sky. Woven into the darkness was a thin mist of light, a curtain of song that swayed and chimed. The song wasn’t anything fancy or grand, just a few simple notes strung together in a gentle harmony.
And then out of the blackness, out of the mist of notes, a man with a bandage across his eyes emerged.
I had seen him before, hadn’t I? I couldn’t quite remember.
He strode forward, a lion on the prowl. In his hands, he carried a polished golden guitar like a fresh kill. He wrapped the embroidered strap around his fist and his mouth twisted into a snarl.
“You should know better than to leave your prize possessions unattended,” the blind man said. “Why, anyone could just come by and take them and break them into pieces.”
For a moment, I thought he was talking to me, but then I saw, standing along the edge of shadow, someone else. A second man. But he was just a blurry outline. Just a shape in the margin of my dream.
Without warning, the blind man lifted the guitar high above his head and brought it down hard, smashing the instrument with a sound of split wood and torn strings. The neck snapped in half. The sudden violence rippled through the dream like a shock wave, silencing the music that had been playing.
The shadow man dropped to his knees, and in the quiet that descended, a roar of rage and pain tore through the dream, blowing the curtain of music to tatters.
The blind man stood tall and still, listening to the wild sound as it built to a piercing crescendo.
After an endless time, the scream finally faded away.
In the silence that followed, the blind man dropped the broken remains of the guitar at his feet, turned, and walked away. The outline of his body blurred along the edges as he vanished.
The shadow man vanished as well, leaving behind the lumps of wood and strings that had once been a guitar.
I was alone again in my dream.
The darkness reached out for me like shadows.
Slowly, the music returned, but hesitantly, the chimes only occasionally ringing.
I thought they sounded a little like a voice, like they were speaking a language I could almost understand. They sounded a little like my name. A little like . . .
“My lady?” The voice came to me on a hurried breath, a tone mostly filled with deference, but underscored with a thin thread of demand.
The shape of my dream shattered as I jerked awake and sat up quickly. I hadn’t been asleep for long; the windows were still dark with night. I could feel my heart beating faster, anxious and unsettled. The fragile images from my dream were already fading. There had been two men and a guitar. And there had been music. A song I almost recognized, almost remembered.
I blinked, forcing my eyes to focus, and saw someone in a worn, black cassock standing next to me. He was young—maybe the same age as Orlando, maybe a year or two older—though his black hair was snow-white along the edges. His dark eyes held mine and the light I saw shining in their depths was bright, wild and intense. He hummed a quiet tune, something insistent, something that sounded like the same song I had heard in my dream. The music of my name.
At the touch of those notes inside of me, my heart woke up. A buzz built in my mind, a high, clear note that lifted me with it as it spiraled up through my memories, cutting through the darkness that had weighed me down.
The music was everywhere. The music was everything.
And I suddenly recognized him. I remembered him. Seeing him made me smile; I couldn’t help it. I loved him. I remembered loving him.
He returned my smile. “I’m so glad to see you.” His silky voice matched the music inside of me. “I was worried that perhaps you’d forgotten me.”
I shook my head, not daring to speak. Filled with a sudden rush of shy adoration, I felt like I was dreaming again, the world drifting and slowing into softness around me. It was so good to see him. I felt safe, and the lingering darkness inside my mind was comfortable instead of oppressive. I wanted to stay as close to him as I could for as long as possible.
He glanced over my shoulder, and I half turned, following his gaze. Orlando had left his post at the window and was walking slowly down the far aisle toward the nave, his head tilted back so he could look up at the sculpted pillars and the filigree work around the windows.
When he reached the front of the nave, he slid into the first pew and knelt down. He locked his hands together in prayer and closed his eyes.
I turned around. The man standing before me had gone rigid. His breathing turned quick and shallow. A line of sweat broke out across his forehead. I saw an expression of pain pass across his face, tightening the skin around his eyes, before he quickly masked it. When he turned his attention back to me, his face was smooth. His eyes were the black of a raven’s wing. I could see how carefully he held himself, as if any sudden movement would break him or make him lose his tightly wound control.
A flutter of emotion filled me, a blend of fear and desire.
“I want you to trust me,” he murmured, the music of his voice winding its way deeper into my mind. He reached out to brush the hair back from my face. He wore leather gloves on his hands, the material smooth and soft and strangely warm. The wide sleeves of his cassock reminded me of angel’s wings, though in shadow instead of stone. “You know you can.”
My doubts disappeared at his touch. Of course I could trust him. I loved him.
“Will you come with me?” he asked, low and urgent.
I nodded immediately and stood up. I would go anywhere with him; I would do anything for him.
He slipped a gloved hand beneath my elbow and drew me deeper into the shadows, leading me to the foot of a statue of an angel. The carved marble wings were curved, not quite unfurled, and the angel’s head was bowed, stone tears frozen on his smooth cheek. Standing in the shadow of the angel made me feel like I was sheltered in a protective embrace.
He slid his hand from my elbow down to my fingers. A shudder passed through his whole body, but he controlled it immediately. “Will you do something for me?”
“Anything,” I breathed. I leaned forward, eager to hear his request and obey.
“Say my name. I want to hear it from your lips.”
My response was automatic. “Lorenzo,” I said, and felt a secret thrill pass through me. “Your name is Lorenzo.”
“Yes,” he said. “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear.”
He kept his eyes on me as he gently turned my bare hand in his, lifting my wrist and breathing a kiss along my skin.
His mouth never touched me, but I shivered as though it had. I felt heat radiating from his skin with a feverish intensity.
Lorenzo released my hand and my fingers tingled, aching to return to his grasp.
Another shudder suddenly passed through him, but this time he inhaled sharply in pain. He hunched over and pressed his fist to his chest. A drop of sweat slid from his forehead down the side of his cheek.
“Are you all right?” I asked in concern. “What is it? Is there a problem?”
Lorenzo forced himself upright, though I could see the effort it took him. His smile was a fixed grimace. “Nothing I can’t manage. Although, there is something you can do for me.” He held up his thumb and forefinger, so close they were almost touching. “A small something.”
My heart leaped at the chance. “Of course. What can I do? How can I help?” I didn’t feel like I had much to offer. But I wanted to do whatever he asked. I wanted to be needed.
Lorenzo closed the distance between us with a single step. He placed his hands on my shoulders, his thumbs brushing down along my collarbone to the heart-shaped locket resting against my throat. The leather of his gloves creaked over his hands.
I held my breath at the nearness of him.
“I need you to give me your heart,” he said.
“Is that all?” I said with a smile. “It’s yours, you know that. It always has been.” I reached up and unfastened the silver chain. I held the locket in my hand, the chain spilling through my fingers like a string of stars. As I looked at the finely engraved lines that crisscrossed the heart, the music that had been in my head turned to a sour note of warning. I hesitated. A shadow of a feeling emerged. A brief memory that the locket was important and that—like my name—I wasn’t supposed to give it to anyone.
I shook my head and closed my fingers over the locket, hiding it from sight. The music returned to its familiar sweet melody. This was Lorenzo. He wouldn’t ask me for it if it wasn’t important. If it wouldn’t help him somehow.
I reached for his hand and placed the locket in his palm. A flicker of electricity zinged through me as our fingers touched, and I looked up in surprise. Lorenzo’s dark eyes seemed to be even darker and his smile even wider.
“Thank you, my sweet,” he said, tucking my locket into a secret pocket of his cassock. “You have indeed given me a gift. One that means more to me than you can imagine.”
“I’m glad I could make you happy,” I said.
“I know.” He tilted my face toward his with the tip of his finger.
I closed my eyes. A fire burned inside me and I knew only his touch could grant me relief.
His kiss was like nothing I’d felt before. A wild storm passed from him to me, filled with unexpected emotions: controlled anger, a hard confidence, a darkly sweet hint of humor. His was a kiss that demanded, that took, and gave nothing in return.
The block in my memories shuddered at the touch of his mouth on mine. The warning note returned, but now it had increased in volume and pitch. This was a warning. This kiss. This moment. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be.
I opened my eyes in alarm at the same moment a voice said, “What’s going on?”
Lorenzo snapped away from me, his head whipping around, his body humming with controlled tension. “Orlando. It’s good to see you again. It’s been a long time coming, hasn’t it?”



Chapter 6
I pressed my lips together, still feeling the touch of Lorenzo’s cold fire kiss on them. My neck felt bare; I wanted my locket back. I wrapped my hand around my wrist, hoping to stop the trembling in my fingers. How could a kiss be so wrong? But it was. The sensation of being lost in a dream started to fade, my senses sharpening and alert. Something bad had just happened.
But when I looked at Lorenzo, I feared that what was about to happen would be even worse.
“What are you doing here?” Orlando demanded, his gaze never leaving Lorenzo’s face.
“What does it look like?” Lorenzo asked, folding his hands into the sleeves of his robe. “I’m kissing a pretty girl.”
I flushed and looked down, confused and embarrassed.
“You’re not supposed to be here.” Orlando took a step forward, managing to angle his body so he was partway between me and Lorenzo.
“Neither are you.”
Orlando frowned.
“Besides, is there somewhere else I’m supposed to be?” Lorenzo took a step closer to the angel statue, lounging against the wings. The angel rocked a little on the base, unsettled by the extra weight. “Maybe someplace darker? Less sacred? Am I defiling this holy church simply by being here?”
With each mocking question Lorenzo asked, Orlando inched closer to him, his right hand locking into a fist.
“Tell me, Orlando. Why, exactly, are you surprised to see me?”
“Because—” He shot a look at me over his shoulder and then lowered his voice. “Because I thought—”
“You thought I was in prison.”
The truth turned Orlando’s face red, and I stifled a gasp, looking between the two men.
“And yet, you are the one standing here in chains.” Lorenzo nodded to the black bands around Orlando’s wrists. “After what you’ve done, I’m surprised they allowed you to walk free. Then again, I know more about what you’ve done than you think.”
I looked from Lorenzo to Orlando. What had they done?
Lorenzo turned to me, his dark eyes snapping with a wild light. “How much do you know about Orlando? Because he is not who he appears to be.”
“He’s not?” I blinked. That strange discordant note of warning sounded in my head again, but before I could focus on it, Lorenzo continued speaking, his words clipped.
“Orlando and I have a long history together,” he said. “I know he’s not above lying to achieve his own purposes. I know he would hurt those closest to him if he thought it would benefit him in the end.” He turned a sharp smile to Orlando. “I know he turned in his own brother to the authorities on a charge of treason.”
“That’s a lie!” Orlando snapped, his face mottled with rage. “You leave my brother out of this!”
Lorenzo’s smile turned into a grin. “We used to be called the Sons of Italy. But he had a problem with authority—with commitment—and was asked to leave the brotherhood.” Lorenzo looked at me. “He is unstable and unreliable. He is not to be trusted.”
“Who are the Sons of Italy?” I asked. The name didn’t sound familiar, but so much of my memory was still blocked or shrouded in darkness.
“We were patriots. Good men who deserved better than to count Orlando di Alessandro Casella among our number.”
“They were murderers and liars,” Orlando countered.
“You would know,” Lorenzo murmured. “Tell me, what did you exchange for your freedom, Orlando? Was it worth it? Has it made you happy?” He pushed away from the angel, closing the distance in a single long stride. “Did it finally make you feel like a hero?”
Orlando’s voice erupted from his throat in a wordless roar. He charged at Lorenzo, who moved out of the way so fast that his black robe seemed only his shadow.
Lorenzo laughed, the sound reaching high into the rafters like a song. “Ah, there’s the Orlando I remember. You were always the bear in battle. It’s nice to see you haven’t lost your edge along with everything else.”
The two men circled each other, each one placing his feet carefully, unwilling to turn his back to the other.
I crept away from the action, huddling close to the angel for protection.
“Why?” Orlando spat. “Why did you do it?”
“I did what had to be done. Believe me, if you had been in my place, you would have done the same thing.”
Orlando shook his head. “I thought we were friends.”
“I was never your friend, Orlando. I was your leader. Your superior.” Lorenzo arched an eyebrow. “I always have been; I always will be.”
“I should never have listened to you.” Orlando leaped forward, reaching for Lorenzo’s throat.
Lorenzo dodged again, but not quite as fast as before. This time, Orlando caught the edge of his robe and knocked him off balance. He pulled him close enough to lock his hand around his upper arm.
“Did you ever tell me the truth? About anything?” Orlando tightened his grip until his knuckles turned white. “Or were the lies easier for you?”
Lorenzo twisted on his heel and broke free, dancing back a few steps. Anger lit a fire in his eyes. He shook his head slowly, sadly. “I told you what would happen if you crossed me. And I always keep my word. I thought you knew that about me, Orlando.”
“I keep my word too. And I swear I won’t let you hurt anyone else,” Orlando said. “Ever again.”
Lorenzo suddenly relaxed, an aura of confidence snapping into place around him. A ghost of a smile appeared, his teeth as white as the snow in his hair. He flicked a glance at me and when our eyes met, I suddenly felt cold.
“But you’re too late, Orlando,” he said. “As usual.”
Then he rushed forward, heading for me and the angel statue. I pressed myself back against the wall, my hands in front of my mouth, praying I wouldn’t scream. The man before me bore little resemblance to the man who had kissed me a moment ago. This man was fast and deadly. Eager for violence. Satisfied to inspire fear.
I didn’t want this man anywhere near me.
Orlando reached for me, but he was too far away.
Lorenzo stopped. He wasn’t coming for me after all. He grabbed the angel’s wing and pulled. The stone figure toppled off the pedestal, crashing to the floor. A wingtip snapped off with a sound like breaking bone. A crack appeared along the edge of his face, cutting across his eyes. A second crack ran along the floor, as thin as a thread, but quickly branching out into an entire network like a fractured web.
Orlando and I both looked at the broken angel in stunned surprise.
“Here now!” Father Marchello’s voice rang out from behind Orlando. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“You can’t stop me, Orlando,” Lorenzo said, his boots covered with a fine layer of white stone dust. “And what’s done is done.” He met my eyes for a brief second. He winked at me, and then, like the shadow man from my dream, he disappeared.
I gasped. Where had he gone?
The last vestiges of the dreamlike feeling that had cocooned me disappeared as suddenly. I blinked, barely able to believe what my senses said had happened. The faint music that had seemed never-ending had been cut into silence. Sparks wavered along my peripheral vision. My fingers trembled, but then so did the rest of me.
“What’s going on?” Father Marchello continued. “I heard shouting—” He stopped short, the words caught in his throat. “The angel. What happened to the angel statue?” His earlier kindness had vanished, and an ugly red flush began creeping up his neck.
“I . . . I’m sorry, Father,” Orlando stammered. He looked at me, his eyebrows lifted in confusion and surprise.
“You did this?” He marched forward and grabbed Orlando by the arm, pulling him out of the dark alcove and into the light of the cathedral.
Orlando didn’t resist, stumbling along behind the priest, his gaze still fixed on the spot where Lorenzo had vanished from sight.
“We grant you sanctuary, and this is how you repay us?”
I stepped through the broken fragments of the angel, careful not to disturb the dust or displace the shards of stone. I felt like crying. The angel had been so beautiful, and I had felt so safe standing in his shadow. I wanted to lift him back to his place of guardianship, but I knew I couldn’t do it alone. And even if I could, he would never be the same. There were too many cracks. Too much destruction.
“Why? Why would you do such a thing?” Father Marchello demanded. “Have you no respect? No honor for our holy statues? I should call the guards and have them take you back where you belong. Not dangerous, you say? Bah!”
Orlando didn’t meet the priest’s angry stare. Instead he meekly bowed his head and accepted the berating in silence.
What had happened to the Orlando who had faced Lorenzo with energy and intention, with fire? Why didn’t he simply say it was Lorenzo’s fault?
“What do you have to say for yourself?” Father Marchello asked.
“What’s done is done,” Orlando said quietly, his face a mask. He looked as pale as the broken statue at our feet. And as sad. “I’m sorry, Father. Truly. I didn’t mean for—”
If Orlando wasn’t going to say anything, I would. It wasn’t fair to let him take responsibility for something he didn’t do. “It’s not his fault. He didn’t break the statue.”
“Then who did?” Father Marchello asked, folding his arms across his chest. “Certainly not you.”
“It was Lorenzo,” I said. This time his name left a bad taste in my mouth.
Father Marchello frowned. “I know of no one here by that name.”
“He’s not here now. But he was here. And he’s dangerous—” As soon as I said it I knew it was true. The trembling in my fingers increased. And I had kissed him? I had given him my locket? What was wrong with me?
“Then where is he?” Father Marchello looked around at the deserted cathedral. “Did he disappear into thin air?”
Orlando shot me a look; I saw some of that old fire in his eyes, and I stayed silent.
Father Marchello pointed to the main doors. “Out. I want both of you out of my church. Now.”
Orlando lifted himself to his full height. A quiet strength and dignity settled over him like a mantle. He held out his hand to me. “Will you come with me, my lady?”
A swirl of memory stirred. Orlando, his hand extended, a question on his lips. I had trusted him enough to take his hand once before. Would I trust him enough to do it again? Lorenzo’s voice came back to me: He is not to be trusted. I pressed my lips together, feeling once more the burning touch of his mouth on mine, the sweep of darkness at the mere thought of him.
It wasn’t like that with Orlando. When I was with him, I didn’t feel the same danger or distrust. And with Lorenzo gone, my mind felt clearer, stronger. I knew what I had to do. What I wanted to do.
I put my hand in Orlando’s and let him lead me out of the cathedral.
Neither one of us looked back.
• • •
Cold winter sunlight had opened up the night, spilling the morning into the plaza outside the cathedral. The day was waking up, and the plaza was already crowded with small knots of people milling about, along with a few merchants who had set up stands to display their wares. But even with Orlando walking next to me, I still felt lost and alone in a strange place. A light breeze brought with it the smell of hot food, but I wasn’t hungry.
At least not for food. I wanted answers. I was starved for stability. I felt like I had been tossed and turned on an ocean of uncertainty and there was no land in sight. I was hurt and frustrated and confused.
I wrapped my cloak tightly around me, as though the rough fabric could hold me together. I knew there was something wrong with me, a heavy block separating me from my past and my memories. No matter how hard I looked at it, examined it, or attacked it, I couldn’t seem to break past it. When I tried to remember something, I ended up with a blistering headache, though, strangely, some memories and images seemed to sneak up on me when I wasn’t trying.
What was hiding behind that darkness? I wondered. A history filled with family and friends?
Or was it hiding horrors? Nightmares that were best kept in the dark? Maybe it was a mercy that I couldn’t remember. Maybe this was my chance to start fresh with a new life in a new place.
No. The farther down that track I thought, the more wrong it felt.
I wasn’t supposed to be starting over. I was supposed to be continuing.
But doing what? Going where?
I shook my head and blew out my breath in frustration.
I glanced at Orlando, walking beside me. There was something comforting about having him nearby. I had chosen to trust him more than once; I would choose to trust him a little longer. Orlando had led me from the courthouse and saved me from Angelo’s guards when he could have easily left me behind. Orlando had promised he would find a way to take me home.
I thought about the narrow black door standing in the depths of the courthouse. Did I dare reenter the building and cross through that door? If it really was a time machine, would it lead me home?
I sighed. Too many questions and not enough answers.
I stopped in my tracks as a sudden, piercing pain started at the base of my neck and radiated up through my head.
I clamped my eyes shut, rubbing at my forehead and pinching the bridge of my nose. It didn’t help much. The pain snaked thin tendrils down my limbs, following the path of my veins and making my blood tingle.
“My lady? Are you all right?” Orlando asked.
At least, that was what I thought he said.
A roaring erupted in my ears, the sound of an ocean crashing on a wide expanse of beach, and my vision blurred, the world around me smearing into wide paint strokes of color. I felt lopsided and unbalanced as the seams that held me together started to unravel.
I was no stranger to pain, but this was a level beyond the muscle cramp I had endured yesterday. It wasn’t even like the pain that accompanied the flicker of my returning memories or the heaviness of the block in my mind that kept them away.
My breathing quickened and my heart spun in my chest.
No, this was something different. Something worse. I had never felt this kind of unconnectedness before. A looseness that made my skin feel two sizes too big for my bones. A tightness that made my nerves feel like frayed wires, pulled taut and sparking with ungrounded power. A pressure that reached into every cell of my body and squeezed.
Orlando’s face swam into view, but it was only lines and shapes. Two circles floating inside an oval. A line of a mouth cutting through like an arrow.
His hands grabbed my shoulders—someone else’s shoulders? It was hard to tell anymore where the edges of me were. “Stay with me,” he ordered.
But though I wanted to obey, tried to obey, I couldn’t.
I closed my eyes and felt myself falling forward—or was it backward? My balance was gone. Directions were slippery and meaningless.
I counted the number of seconds it took me to surrender to the approaching darkness.
Fewer than I thought it would be.
• • •
My body knew it was a dream long before my mind did. There was a different kind of pressure surrounding me than before. It was still uncomfortable, just this side of painful, but at least it was a pressure my body recognized.
I opened my eyes and sat up, surprisingly unsurprised to see a vast, empty plain stretching around me all the way to the horizon.
My memory roared to life. I recognized the vast wasteland around me—the bank. I remembered a silver thread of light, images unspooling along the length of it, light dancing off the churning waves—the river.
I had been here before. Or almost here. I wasn’t fully on the bank or in the river, but had managed to drift between them, ending up on the strange dream-side of the bank.
And I wasn’t here alone.
I turned in a circle and came face-to-face with another girl my age. Her black hair was ragged; so were the hems of her skirt and shirt. She crossed her arms against her chest. The light flickered oddly around her body as though she were a ghost, turning the shadows on her skin from silver to gray to gold.
Even though the edges of her appeared wispy and faint, her eyes snapped with anger, and her pale face had two bright red splotches on her cheeks.
“He’s mine!” she spat. “You can’t have him.”
Stepping back, I blinked in confusion. My head still hurt a little from the changing pressure I’d experienced. My ears felt stuffy, the sounds reaching me on a delay.
“Who?” I asked. “Who are you talking about?”
“Don’t play stupid. You’re not stupid, and it will just make me madder if you play pretend with me.”
“I’m not pretending,” I said, holding up my hands, palms out, in an effort to calm her down. I felt like I should remember her name, but even here in my dream the bulk of the block in my memory remained intact. “I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about.”
She laughed, a high, keening sound that circled up into the flat sky like a flock of birds. “When the Pirate King sings, and the Pirate King dreams, then we all fly away on the Pirate King’s wings,” she chanted.
The hairs on my arms stood up.
“And what the Pirate King knows, isn’t what the Pirate King shows, and we all must follow where the Pirate King goes,” she continued.
I took a step back. Dream or not, I didn’t want to be any closer to this ghost-girl with the strange light in her eyes and the naked note of madness in her voice.
“I don’t understand what you want from me,” I said. “Who are you?”
“He kissed you. He made you his,” she cried, ignoring my questions. I wondered if she could even really see me, if she was even really here. “You gave him your heart!”
My fingers automatically went to my throat, but my locket was gone. Given away by my own hand to a man I thought I knew, thought I remembered. A man this girl called the Pirate King.
“And now you belong to him,” she said a little sadly, but I couldn’t tell if she felt sorry for me or for herself. Tears of hurt and anger shimmered in her eyes.
A chill sense of dread circled in the air around me, close but not yet closing in.
“But I will fix it.” The gleam in her eye shifted to something darker and more cunning. The outline of her body rippled like water. “I know how to fix it. I will make the River Policeman arrest him and throw him in prison. He belongs in prison. And once he is gone, everything will be all better.”
She turned her gaze on me, and I realized she wasn’t a ghost at all, but a real person who could somehow see me even in my dream. The dread hit me full force, covering my body and stealing my breath.
“Oh, yes, you may belong to the Pirate King now, but I will make the River Policeman mine. And then we’ll see. Oh, yes. Then we will see.”



Chapter 7
I woke up with a gasp, my heart thudding in my chest and my hands reaching for something I had already lost. The locket I wanted to find was still gone, my fingers touching only the thin, interlocking links of scars looped around my neck.
Unlike other dreams, this one was still clear and sharp in my memory. I could still see the strange girl’s piercing eyes, hear her fluttering laughter. I felt I should remember who she was, but I was exhausted and my emotions were tangled up in a messy mix of anger, confusion, and impatience. I was tired of living with so many questions. I wanted answers, and I wanted them now.
I sat up and looked around at my new surroundings, surprised to see I was in a shop of some sort. A heavy cloak had been folded into a makeshift bed for me.
The morning light spilled in from two round windows. Hanging outside one of them was a sign that read Casella Apothecary.
I lifted my eyebrows in surprise. That was part of Orlando’s name.
The sign was edged with an intricate band of squares carved into the wood, each one joined to the next in a repeating pattern of angles. Trying to follow the carved lines with my eyes made me dizzy and I blinked several times to clear my vision.
The air tasted of something bitter and metallic, and also something sweet. Almonds, maybe. Whatever it was, the combination set me at ease. I got to my feet and, once I found my balance, I explored the shop in a little more detail.
It was smaller than I had first thought. A fire crackled in a hearth tucked away in one corner. Rows and rows of glass bottles were displayed on smooth wooden shelves lining the walls. The bottles were different colors and sizes; some had liquid in them, others contained what appeared to be small rocks or crystals. A few even appeared empty except for the smoky smudges on the inside of the glass. Each bottle was neatly labeled and organized.
I caught my breath as a memory stirred. A comfortable place. A row of glass bottles. A gleaming counter spanning the length of one wall.
Looking up, I saw Orlando behind a counter, grinding something with a mortar and pestle. A large cup rested off to the side, surrounded by an assortment of bottles and boxes, some half open. He hummed a light tune, but when he saw me, he dropped the pestle in the bowl, and his song turned into words.
“What are you doing up? Are you all right?” He came out from behind the counter, concern wrinkling his face.
“I’m fine,” I said, holding out a hand to forestall his hovering.
He glanced past me toward the windows, then hurried across the room. He peeked out one window and then quickly closed the shutters.
“What happened? Did I faint?” I asked.
“Collapsed is more like it.” Orlando frowned and returned to his work at the counter. “One moment you were standing beside me, and the next . . . you were gone. All of you. You vanished.” His voice trembled, shadowed with amazement and a little fear. “But just for a moment. Then you came back. You were unconscious, so I picked you up and carried you here.” He drew his eyebrows together. “Are you sure you are all right?”
“I’m fine,” I said again, but with less conviction than before. I hurried on, before he could call my bluff. “Is this where you live?”
Orlando hesitated, then shook his head. “Not anymore. Not for a long time. This is my father’s shop. I’m hoping that if the guards are still looking for us, they will have already checked here. We should be safe here. For now.”
I glanced at the closed shutters and nodded. “Won’t your father mind us being here?”
“Father always spends this time of year traveling to the other villages and towns to sell his wares and to gather supplies and ingredients. He shouldn’t be back for a couple of days.”
“Ingredients?” I asked. “Is he a cook?”
He smiled and another flash of memory burned. But strangely, it wasn’t a memory of Orlando, but of someone else with the same smile, someone whose eyes made me think of shadows and storms. Not a raging winter storm filled with ice and razor-sharp wind, but a summer storm filled with blown clouds skidding across a blue sky.
“No, my father runs this apothecary. He sells medicines, poultices, and custom blends for all kinds of illnesses, aches, and ailments. You were in pain; I thought if there was anything that could help, it would be here.” Though he waved in the general direction of the counter where he had been concocting some unknown potion, his blue eyes remained fixed on me, their expression hard as steel. “But clearly you’re suffering from something far more serious than headaches and exhaustion.”
“I . . . I had a bad dream.”
Orlando looked at me in disbelief over the bridge of his nose. “My brother used to have bad dreams. This is something different. Something more. You disappeared. What happened?”
I blew out my breath, trying to organize my thoughts. “I don’t think I have a simple answer.”
“Then be complicated.”
I picked at the seam of the cloak I wore. I didn’t even know where to begin. I barely understood what was going on myself, let alone knew how to explain it to someone else.
“Yesterday you said that you couldn’t remember your past. Is that part of it?” he prompted.
I nodded.
“So tell me what you do remember. Maybe that will help.” He led me to a pair of chairs close by the fire.
I sat down and leaned into the warmth, watching the flames dance to the crackle and spit of the burning logs.
Between the flickering motion of the fire, the heat, and the rare feeling of sitting still for a moment, I was able to open my mouth and let the words spill out. I told him everything I could think of, everything I could remember. It wasn’t much. And it made even less sense when I tried to string it together into some semblance of a timeline or a story.
Orlando listened to me intently, without a single interruption or pause for clarification.
When I finished, I leaned back in the chair, the sweat on my forehead not entirely from the fire’s heat. Exerting that much pressure against the dark block in my mind left me feeling like I had run a hundred miles. My head throbbed in time to my heartbeat.
“Can I have something to drink?” I asked. My mouth felt sticky and dry at the same time.
Orlando took a few steps and plucked the cup from among the jetsam on the counter. He handed it to me. “This should also help with your headache.”
“How did you know I have a headache?” I asked. The cup felt oddly heavy for all that it held no more than an inch of liquid.
“Because I have one too,” he said.
“Sorry,” I said. “I know it’s a lot to take in.” I sniffed at the cup, identifying a combination of rosemary and lavender. I took a sip. The liquid felt a little like oil on my tongue, but it was soft and cool sliding down my throat.
He watched me take another sip, a considering look in his eye. “May I ask you something?” He hesitated, waiting for me to nod. “How do you know Lorenzo? Do you trust him?”
My hand reached to my throat where my locket used to be. I thought hard about Orlando’s questions. Yes, there was a part of me that trusted Lorenzo—or at least thought I should. But the more I examined the dark part of me that told me I wanted to be close to him, the more false it felt. It didn’t feel real. It didn’t feel like me. It was a paper-thin want rather than a solid reality.
I remembered Lorenzo’s face when he asked me for my locket and his kiss that felt more like a bruise than a caress. I remembered the taunting sneer in his voice when he fought with Orlando. I remembered the darkness in his eyes when he broke the angel statue and left us behind to clean up the mess.
I clutched the cup in my hands until my knuckles hurt. “Do you?” I countered quietly, but curious. “He said you were both known as the Sons of Italy. He also said you should have stayed in prison. What was that all about?”
The blood ran from Orlando’s face, draining the blue from his eyes and leaving them gray. He lowered himself back into his chair like an old man. His expression shuffled from anger to shame to resignation. “That part of my life is over,” he said quietly, looking away. “What’s done is done.”
I touched his arm and made him look at me. “Lorenzo said that too. What does it mean? What have you done?”
He thinned his lips to a hard line. “It doesn’t matter. But I don’t trust Lorenzo, and I know you shouldn’t trust him either.”
“I don’t,” I said bluntly. “Not anymore.” At my words, I felt like a great weight had been lifted from my shoulders. The darkness was still there in my mind, but perhaps not quite as dark as before.
I looked down at the cup in my hands. I drank the last drop, and while my headache disappeared along with the liquid, my heart still hurt—and so did my soul. I felt turned inside out and rubbed raw.
“So what am I supposed to do now?” I asked, not really expecting an answer. “When am I finally going to find solid ground again?”
Orlando was quiet for a time. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what you want me to say. I don’t know if I have the answers you need. I’m as confused about what’s happening as you are. I have questions too.” He touched my wrist, applying enough gentle pressure to encourage me to lift my eyes to his. “And I hurt too.”
He did; I could see it in his eyes, in the creased flesh around his mouth. I could hear it in the sound of his breathing, in the space between his words.
“I feel like this is all my fault,” I said. Tears slipped down my cheeks, hot and salty; the back of my throat held the lingering flavor of rosemary.
“Oh, lady,” he said quietly, brushing away the tears.
His kindness only made me feel like crying harder. I felt a deep, unexplainable loneliness. The part of me that was struggling to break free from the darkness in my mind felt like there was someone else who should have been there with me. Someone who knew all the answers I didn’t, who knew the real me.
“It will be all right,” Orlando soothed. “We will be all right.”
“How? When?”
“Eventually,” he said.
“Oh, great. That makes me feel a lot better.” I scrubbed at my face with one hand, trying to force the tears back into my eyes.
“This is not your fault. Pain like this doesn’t last forever—it can’t last forever—and when it’s gone, you’ll feel better. We both will.”
“I’m tired of waiting,” I sighed.
“So am I,” he said quietly. He brushed away my final few tears and leaned back. “So maybe it’s time to do something about it.”
“What do you suggest?”
“I think we should play a game.”
It was perhaps the last thing I expected him to say, and my tears vanished in the wake of my small laugh. “A game? What kind?”
“It’s a game I used to play with my brother when he was little. He used to have bad dreams all the time, and when he woke up in the middle of the night, I would try to ease his fears.”
“By playing games?”
“Sometimes. Other times I told him stories. Or I gave him riddles to solve or poems to memorize. Anything to distract him and occupy his mind.”
“So what was this game?”
“We called it Impossibility. One of us would present an impossible problem and then we would both try to come up with as many solutions to the problem as we could. The best idea won.”
“And our impossible problem is . . .” I prompted.
“A girl has lost her memory. How does she get it back?” Orlando finished.
I raised my eyebrows. “And what is your solution?”
“She takes a magic potion and is instantly healed.”
I lifted my cup in his direction. “Sorry, that didn’t work. You lose.”
“I didn’t say it had to be a good solution—or even workable. The idea is to come up with creative solutions.” He gestured toward me with an elegant wave. “Your turn.”
Accepting his invitation, I folded my feet under me on the chair. “She finds a journal she kept and reads about everything she forgot.”
“Not bad.” Orlando smiled in approval. “But that’s assuming the girl kept a journal.”
“As opposed to assuming she could find a magic potion to drink, you mean?” I tilted a look in his direction. “I thought the only rule was creativity.”
“It is. Go again.”
I shook my head. “Not my turn.”
Orlando steepled his fingers and tapped them to his lips. “What about this?—the girl finds someone who recognizes her and has that person tell her all about her past.”
“How am I supposed to find someone who recognizes me when I don’t even belong here?”
“Interesting question. We’ll have to save that impossible situation for another round,” Orlando said with a grin.
I laughed. “And playing this game helped your brother sleep?”
“Actually, no, not very often,” Orlando said. “What did work, though, was when we’d come down to the fireplace, and I would brew up a warm drink for him to help him sleep.” Orlando nodded at the empty cup still in my hands. “He was particularly fond of Father’s special tea, too. Though when I made it for my brother, I always mixed in a wish.”
“A wish?” I repeated. A quiet memory chimed inside, a feeling of light and the taste of pink.
Orlando nodded. “He always took his wishes very seriously. He would stop and think for a long time about exactly what he wanted to wish for. And his wording was always exact—it wasn’t ‘I wish for happiness,’ but ‘I wish for the sun to shine tomorrow so that the flowers will bloom and make Mother happy.’” He shook his head in fond memory. “He was always more concerned about other people than he was about himself.”
“What kinds of things did you wish for?”
Orlando turned his attention to the fire, avoiding my gaze. “Oh, I never made a wish myself.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t know. Maybe it was because I didn’t want to look at my life and see what was missing. Once you identify what you lack, then it’s all you see anymore. Wanting something I couldn’t have would only lead to unhappiness, so I tried to be content with what I had.”
“That’s terrible,” I said. “It misses the whole point of wishing. It’s not to focus on what you don’t have; it’s to show you what could be. Once you know what you want, then you know what to reach for, what to dream about. It’s how you change things.”
“What would you wish for, then?”
“A solution to my impossible problem,” I said without hesitation.
Orlando was quiet for a long moment. “What about this solution? Maybe if we go to the bank, and look back in the river, you’ll see something that will spark a memory, or even bring them all back.”
I bit my lip. My only solid memory of the bank was from my recent nightmare, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to go back to that barren wasteland again. What if the real thing was even worse? What if that angry girl with her cryptic warnings and threats was still there, waiting for me?
“It’s a creative solution,” Orlando pointed out. “Besides, it couldn’t hurt.”
“You don’t know that,” I retorted, feeling unsettled and off balance. “What if going to the bank is what is causing my memory loss?”
“What if staying in the river is making it worse?” Orlando countered. “You said that was one of the dangers of being in the river for too long—having it wash your mind clean. You also said that when we felt out of balance, we were supposed to go to the bank to find that balance again.”
“I said all that?”
He nodded.
I sighed. “All right. I’ll go. But promise me we’ll leave at the first sign of trouble.”
“There won’t be any trouble,” Orlando said with confidence, patting my arm.
But I wasn’t so sure.



Chapter 8
The bank was exactly as I had left it.
The river, however, was not. I remembered it as being a single flow of light and images, of time tumbling headlong from the past toward the future. Now, though, the light was dimmer, and I could see where a grayish film coated the surface in places, making it look polluted. Worse, a few faint silver lines had branched out from the main body of the river like threads fraying off a woven rope.
I looked at Orlando, but his eyes were closed, a furrow of pain crossing his forehead.
“Orlando?” I touched his arm and his eyes opened.
“I’m sorry, what did you say?”
“Are you all right?”
He nodded. “It’s just . . . I haven’t been back since . . .” He shuddered and a muscle jumped in his jaw. “I had hoped I wouldn’t have to come back so soon.”
“Maybe it won’t be so bad,” I said, though we both knew I was glossing over the truth. “Once we get used to it, I mean.”
“I don’t think I’ll ever get used to this place.” He exhaled slowly, his body still tense, but less so. He rubbed his chest in the spot over his heart. “At least the pressure is gone. That’s something.”
Orlando looked down at the river and frowned. He studied the wild rush of time that swept past us, almost too fast for the eye to follow. Crouching down, he examined one of the thin silver offshoots that had started to peel away from the main body of the river. He twisted around to look at me over his shoulder. “Let me guess. It’s not supposed to be doing this, right?”
I shook my head. “I don’t think so, no.”
“Do you know what’s causing it?”
“I’m lucky I remember enough to notice the difference.”
Orlando stood up, dusting his hands together. “I wonder how far it extends. Maybe this is an isolated instance.” He looked into the distance, squinting as though that might help him see farther in the flat light of the bank.
“Somehow I don’t think we’ll be that lucky.”
We walked together along the edge of the bank, careful to make sure our steps didn’t touch either the river or the newly created streams branching off it.
It didn’t take long to confirm my worst fears. Once I knew what to look for, I saw the fragments of time everywhere. Hundreds, maybe thousands, of silver threads spooled off the river. Some of them pulsed with a brighter light than others, seeming to flow faster and stronger. I watched as a thin thread was absorbed into the larger stream next to it and I shivered.
Orlando stopped and I drew up next to him. Up until then, we’d manage to keep the river on our right-hand side, following the various twists and turns like a path through a labyrinth, but now the way was blocked.
The river forked into two distinct and separate directions. The main river still ran straight forward, but a new thread had broken off and curved to the left, cutting through the bank directly in front of us. The second stream was more narrow and the flow more sluggish than the main river.
“Is this as bad as I think it is?” Orlando said quietly.
I nodded, too terrified to speak.
“So if the river has become so unstable that it is branching apart, which clearly it is”—he gestured to the evidence in front of us—“then what happens when it unravels completely?”
I closed my eyes, briefly blocking out the sight of the fraying river. The implications of Orlando’s deduction were too massive, too terrible. I didn’t want any of the answers I thought of to be true.
“What can we do to stop it?” Orlando asked. “We have to stop it, right?”
“I don’t know if we can,” I said.
Orlando pointed across the river. “What’s that?”
I rose up on my toes, looking past Orlando’s outstretched arm to see what had drawn his attention, and my breath caught in my throat.
There was someone else on the bank besides us. A tall figure strode forward out of the barren landscape, his steps sure-footed and swift. Dark black hair swept back from his forehead. The harsh, flat light cut sharp angles across his face and turned the bandage over his eyes into a swath of shadow, but as he drew closer, I realized it was a face I recognized.
This was the man I had met on the bank once before. This was the man I had seen in my dreams. This was the man who had given me back my name.
The breath I had been holding slipped out of my body like silk.
I took a step back, my hand clutching at Orlando’s elbow for support. My whole body burned with an unexpected heat, and the feather-soft brush of warmth along my nerves gave way to the flash burn of flame inside my bones. A light flared behind my eyes, illuminating the darkness that crouched like an animal in my mind. I couldn’t take my eyes off the man who stood before me. I didn’t want to.
He was part sunshine, part shadow. He was bright as a diamond.
I heard a strangled groan escape from Orlando, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw him head toward the figure, his movements uncoordinated and hurried.
“No, don’t—” I started, but that was as far as I got.
Orlando’s attention was completely focused on the newcomer and he heedlessly stepped forward—directly into the thin trickle of the new branch of the river. He realized his mistake immediately. He had one moment to look up at me in surprise and anguish, and then he disappeared.
I gasped. I wasn’t sure where Orlando had gone. I hoped he would simply return to the apothecary shop, but I had no way of knowing.
For a moment, I considered following Orlando, but there was something about this new boy that made me stay, made me want to wait for him, made me want to hear him speak and say my name again.
The stranger continued to walk directly toward me as though he could see me even with the bandage across his eyes.
He walked right up to the edge of the narrow branch of the river and stopped in front of me, his toes so close to the flickering waves that I could see the shifting images reflected in his boots.
“I promised I would be waiting for you,” he said, his voice soft and low, ragged with regret.
I shivered. I couldn’t speak. At the sound of his voice, the darkness in my memories turned to light. My body remembered what my mind could not: the feel of his hair on my fingers, the smell of his skin, the taste of his lips. The feeling of flying. I knew him.
But unlike when I had fallen under Lorenzo’s spell at the cathedral, this time my certainty wasn’t based on a false memory or a wish of what someone else wanted me to feel.
This time, I knew.
“I promised to protect you.” He took a breath, then slowly reached out his hand across the split river. Gold chains gleamed around the corded muscles of his wrists.
I drew a breath too, my heart already aching with anticipation. I reached for his hand with mine. Our fingers touched, and at that small point of contact, I felt the shiver move from me to him.
“I failed you,” he said with a sorrow as vast as the ocean. “I wasn’t there when you needed me most. And because of that, Zo was able to hurt you.” His fingers trembled as they slid into place against my flat palm. “I swore to you that I would make it up to you. I would make it right.”
“How?” The single word encompassed all the questions I wanted to ask. It was all I could manage.
In answer, he took a step into the broken river.
I gasped, expecting him to disappear like Orlando had, but he didn’t.
He took another step, and then he was across the river, closing the space between us. He stood next to me on the bank, close enough that when he breathed, the edges of his shirt brushed against mine.
I heard a rustle of chimes as delicate as a wish rise up and encircle us both.
He caught my hands in his and took a deep breath. “I know you don’t remember me”—his voice trembled—“but I think I can reverse what has happened to you. I think I can help you regain your memories. Will you let me try? Will you trust me?”
I nodded instinctively, remembering the wish I’d made to Orlando and knowing in my heart that right here, right now, I had found the right answer to my impossible problem.
He pulled me into his arms, and I bit my lip. I hadn’t realized how much I had felt like my life was in free fall until I was suddenly caught, cradled. Held.
Here was a safe harbor in the storm of my uncertainty. Here was a strength and a comfort I hadn’t imagined existed. Here, I felt like I was finally home.
He pressed me close to him, molding his body around mine. His voice whispered in my ear. “Then listen to me. To my voice. To the words. To the spaces between the words. Can you feel them? Can you hear them? Are you listening?”
The rhythm of his words matched the rise and fall of his chest, echoed the steady beating of his heart.
I nodded again, not daring to speak. I didn’t want to interrupt the smooth flow of sound against my ear. I didn’t want to start falling again.
The words he spoke washed over me in a waterfall. The relentless rhythm of his voice surrounded me and swept through me. The words melted into each other endlessly, effortlessly.
The music of his voice seemed to seep into my body. The cadence threatened to rock me to sleep even though I’d never felt more awake. I was acutely aware of everything that was happening to me, around me, inside me. Slowly, the beat of my heart, the flow of my blood, and the breath in my lungs drew into alignment, each element working perfectly with the next.
I felt cool and smooth. Weightless. Balanced.
I felt, if not exactly whole, at least closer to being healed.
Turning my face upward, I let the tears that had pooled in my eyes slide down my cheeks without bothering to wipe them away.
With a sound like an avalanche, the block in my mind cracked, crumbled, and was washed away. I took a deep breath, feeling free, body and soul.
And at the touch of his lips to mine, I remembered.
I felt like the river had split again, but this time, a branch had entered me, washing me clean. Wave after wave of memory welled up, an endless, bubbling spring of faces, names, events, emotions, and moments that I knew I would never forget. All those small, individual memories that made up me.
I remembered the birthday party when I had turned six. My family had set up a mini–bowling alley in the basement, and we had invited Jason and his family over to celebrate together. Jason had bowled a strike on his first frame and then refused to play anymore; he didn’t want to ruin a perfect score.
I remembered the first time I’d tasted crème brulée: the sound of my spoon breaking through the crust of caramelized sugar, the taste of the smooth vanilla custard with a hint of passion fruit layered in.
I remembered each individual day when I first met Natalie. Valerie. Leo.
More: Reading Heart of Darkness. Dancing alone in my room, dressed in my pajamas and striped socks. Waiting up with Hannah to watch the ball drop on New Year’s Eve. Hanging stockings on Christmas Eve. Crying when my pet turtle, Lightning, died.
I remembered lying in the grass on a sweet summer night and counting the stars.
I remembered a black door, a brass hinge, and the sound of silver chimes ringing through me. The chains that linked me with Tony, V, and Zo. The light in Valerie’s eyes as she vacillated between sanity and madness. The photograph that protected Natalie.
I remembered everything.
I opened my eyes, feeling like a veil had been torn away. I felt the weight of my life return to me and settle on my shoulders, on my heart. But it didn’t feel like a burden to be carried. It felt like a mantle of power. This was my life in all its glory, the good and the bad. This was who I was. I had made the choices that had shaped me. And now that the puzzle pieces of my life, my memories, had been restored, I could go forward, making new choices that would shape my future.
Among the wild cascade of light and sound in my mind, though, there was one memory that gleamed the brightest, that felt the sharpest and clearest and cleanest.
And he was standing before me, his arms still around me, his mouth still close to mine.
His name was Dante.
He was the part of me that had been missing.
Now he was back, and we were together. Finally. Forever and always. The way we were meant to be.
I was whole. I was home.
And I was never going to let him go.



Chapter 9
Abby?”
I smiled at the sound of my nickname. It felt so good to be wearing my own true name again. And to be able to share this moment with Dante was the sweetest gift I could have asked for.
I nestled into his embrace, unwilling to break away for even a moment.
“Abby?” he said again, and this time I heard the strain in his voice.
“What is it? Are you all right?”
His body trembled next to me. “I’ll be fine. It’s just . . . that took more out of me than I’d planned.” Dante untangled himself slightly from me. He still held onto my arms, but I could tell that he wanted—needed—to sit down.
“You planned this?” I sat down on the flat ground, pulling him into place next to me. I crossed my legs under me, but I didn’t let go of his hand. The small contact was not enough after being apart for so long—in body, soul, and mind—but it would have to do.
“Well, not all of it. There was always the chance you might have said no.”
“Not likely.”
Dante smiled, then winced. He touched the bandage at his temple with fingers that trembled.
“Your eyes,” I said gently. “Are they bothering you?” With the block in my mind destroyed, I knew exactly how Dante had been injured. As much as I didn’t want to remember that moment when Zo had drawn a blade across Dante’s eyes, I couldn’t seem to stop thinking about it.
“No more than usual.” His voice was as shallow as his breathing.
I reached for the cloth, barely touching the edge. “Will you show me?”
A muscle jumped in Dante’s jaw. “You don’t want to see—”
“Yes,” I interrupted gently, “I do. Please.”
He hesitated, then gave one swift nod.
I shifted to my knees before him, my heart fluttering.
He sat as still as a statue as I quietly slipped my hands over his shoulders to the back of his neck. I touched the knot holding the bandage in place and, with shaking fingers, I slowly and carefully worked it free, trying not to pull the fabric tight against his eyes.
As soon as the knot was loose, Dante reached up and held the edges in place. “Abby—” he started. “No. Here—I’ll do it.”
“All right,” I said. “I’m ready.” I sat back on my heels, giving him the time he needed to unveil his eyes.
He took a deep breath, held it, then let it go. After a long moment, he lowered the bandage, crumpling the fabric in his hands, and turned his face to me.
I had thought I was ready for anything, but I wasn’t prepared for what I saw or for the sharp stab of anguish I felt.
My throat closed up at the sight of his eyes; I couldn’t look away. Dante’s eyes had once been the gray of storm clouds and iced steel, but now a film covered them that was as thick and sluggish as the one that skimmed the surface of the river. A bold scar carved a path on his face, drawing a line from cheek to cheek, right across his eyes.
It was impossible that he could see anything.
I realized too late that he was waiting for me to say something. “Dante—” I started, hoping I could mask the despair in my voice.
He heard it anyway. “I’m sorry,” he said and raised the bandage, poised to cover his eyes and hide them away again.
Touching his wrist, I stopped him. I could feel his heartbeat racing as he waited, tense and on edge, for me to do something, say something.
I reached out and placed my palm against his cheek—a perfect fit—and turned his face toward me. My fingers brushed the very edge of the scar that marked the length of his wound.
He flinched, but barely.
I took a deep breath. My words were steady and sure, though my heart shook with uncertainty. “V once told me that the only person who could hurt a Master of Time was another Master of Time. Tell me he was wrong. Tell me Zo’s attack wasn’t permanent. Tell me he . . . missed.”
He knew what I wanted to hear, but he was Dante, so he gave me the truth instead. He always gave me the truth. “V was correct. A wound inflicted by a Master of Time is different from other wounds. The damage done is permanent. Zo’s attack was precise, and since he gave me these wounds, they are . . . irreversible.”
The hand I had pressed against his face flashed cold. A trembling started in my fingertips, rippling down through my wrist, my arm, and into my chest. “No.”
But denying it wouldn’t change the truth. Dante’s eyes—his beautiful, clear eyes that could see into the soul of me—were gone. Blinded by Zo’s blade. The scar would stay, and the gray film that covered his eyes would remain as a veil over his vision for as long as he lived. And as a Master of Time, he would live for a very long time.
“No,” I said again, louder, covering my mouth with my hands.
Tears ran down from my own eyes. I almost didn’t feel it when Dante reached out and brushed them away. “Ah, no, Abby. It’s not worth crying about.”
“But you’re blind,” I blurted out. “You can’t see anything!”
“I can see you,” he said quietly. His wounded eyes found mine and didn’t let go.
My words died on my lips. I felt hope rise up in my chest, sharp and bright.
Dante’s mouth moved in that small smile I loved. “I told you that before, remember?”
“But what about the bandage—?”
“I can always see you,” he repeated. “Even through the bandage. Even through the darkness. You are as clear to me now as you were the first time I saw you. Only now it’s like you have a halo of light around you. I can see a little bit of whatever that light touches”—he took my hand and squeezed it gently—“but that’s all.”
“But why me?”
“Because you are my constant. You are my North Star. From the moment I first saw the river, I saw you in it. You are my past, my present, my future.” He leaned forward, brushing my hair behind my ears. “I don’t know why,” he said, “and I don’t want to. I don’t want to find out it was a mistake. I don’t want to lose what little I have left of you.”
“You still have all of me,” I said. “Always.”
“Thank you,” he said. “That means more to me than you’ll ever know.” He drew closer and pressed a kiss to my closed lids, one on each eye, and then a third on my forehead.
“We’ll find a way to get your sight back. If we work together, I know we can do it,” I said. I didn’t know how to fulfill that promise, but I knew I would do whatever it took. I had to.
“I’d like that,” he said. He wrapped the bandage around his head again, knotting it in place with a single, sharp tug.
“Thank you, Dante,” I said. “Thank you for sharing that with me. For trusting me with it. And thank you for restoring my memories. How did you know what would work?”
“When I found you on the bank after Zo had hurt you, I promised you I would figure out a way to help you. When I realized that Zo had used his music to take away your memories, I thought it only fitting that I use my poetry to bring them back. Poetry seems to follow the same rules as music—the rhythm and cadence and counting—but it’s easier for me to access and use. Besides, I’ve done something like it before, remember?”
Of course I remembered. I felt stuffed to the seams with memories. It was easy to sort through them and select the one I wanted. “The Poetry Slam at the Dungeon last February.” I furrowed my brow. “Wait, was that the same poem? You used the one from the Poetry Slam to heal me?”
He blushed a deliciously dusky shade of red. “It was the only one I had. And it’s my best one.”
“It was beautiful,” I said, and I meant it.
Dante tilted his head. “You understood the poem?”
“Of course I did. Why wouldn’t I?”
“Because I said it in Italian.”
“I—” I opened my mouth, but I didn’t know what to say. “Are you sure?”
A smile quirked his lips. “Pretty sure.”
“Then how . . . ?” My shoulders slumped as I thought through all the possible answers. It was a pretty short list.
“Do you remember having any problems with the language since you passed through the door?” Dante asked.
“No, none.” I frowned in thought. “Well, I could tell something was different right away because I could understand everyone I talked to. It’s like I’m speaking English—which feels right—but it sounds like I’m speaking Italian—which strangely doesn’t feel wrong. When I mentioned it to Orlando, he said I spoke the language like a native.” I tapped my finger against my lips. “Do you think it was because of the door? Did it change something about me?”
“Well, yes, it is designed to fundamentally change something about you,” Dante said. “But not like this. I wouldn’t have thought it would affect your language.”
“Maybe it happened later?” I suggested. “Once I was through the door, I mean.” I immediately shook my head. “No, that can’t be. I saw Orlando on the bank as soon as I came through the door, and we had a long conversation where we both understood each other. And he probably speaks twenty-first-century English as well as I speak sixteenth-century Italian.”
Dante and I both thought for a moment, and then he said softly, “A gift.”
I pulled my mind back from where I had been attempting unlikely answers. “What?”
“All of us who crossed over developed some kind of talent on the bank—a specific and unique gift to compensate for the loss of our relationship with time. I could see downstream to the future. Zo could enforce obedience. Tony could hear echoes of the past; V had a perfect sense of direction.” Dante raised his eyebrows. “Maybe yours is a gift of language.”
“Do you think so?”
“It’s the best answer I have at the moment.”
“Well, it would explain how I could talk to Orlando on the bank, but if the gift only works on the bank, then what about once I was back in the river? I’ve been around a lot of people and I’ve understood everybody.” I thought for another moment, absently lifting my fingers to my neck, searching for a locket that was still gone.
“Your locket,” Dante said suddenly, his voice unexpectedly sharp. He reached out and moved my hand away from my throat. “Where did it go? Did you lose it?”
I swallowed and looked down at my empty hand. “No, I . . . I gave it to Zo.”
“What?” Dante asked in horror. “Why?”
I remembered the sound of Zo’s music crashing into me, the twist and pull as he slammed that black block into my memories. “He was in my mind, changing things, taking things from me. He made me forget.” I closed my eyes, remembering the music Zo had brought with him to the cathedral. That song hadn’t hurt, but it had left its mark on me all the same. “He made me think he was someone I could trust. I thought I loved him.” I turned my fingers into a fist. A sour taste filled my mouth, coating my tongue with acid.
At the thought of Zo and his music, a corner of my mind turned to shadow and I swallowed hard. Had a ghostly taint of Zo’s touch remained like a stain I couldn’t erase? A drop of poison that had resisted the antidote of Dante’s poetry?
“I’m sorry, Dante. I’ve wished for the locket back ever since I gave it to him.”
Dante was still and quiet. A deep line furrowed his forehead, and the muscles tightened in his jaw, along his arm, and across his shoulders.
“You’re worried about the fact that Zo has the locket, aren’t you?” I asked quietly.
“It’ll be all right,” he said, but the line in his forehead didn’t go away.
“Why is it so bad if he has it?”
Dante didn’t say anything for a long time.
“Are you mad at me?” I ventured.
My question seemed to rouse him from his thoughts. He turned immediately to me. “No, it’s not you. This is my fault. I did something without thinking it through and now it looks like I’ve made things worse. I should have known better.”
“What did you do?”
Dante sighed. “Zo used his guitar to hurt you, so I used it to hurt him in return. I destroyed it right in front of him.”
“You destroyed Zo’s guitar?” I repeated. “I thought I had just dreamed that.”
“When?” Dante asked. “When did you have that dream?”
“Last night, I guess.” I smiled wryly. “Time is a little slippery these days.”
Dante didn’t laugh.
“Why? When did it happen?”
“After I found you on the bank and sent you back through the river, I immediately hunted down Zo. I found his guitar and broke it. I thought that would be the end of it, so I turned my attention to figuring out how to restore your memories.”
“Is it bad, do you think? Me dreaming about events so close to when they actually happened?”
“I don’t know—maybe.”
I shivered. I had felt Zo’s touch in my mind and on my body and I had no desire to repeat either one. The idea that he could somehow be in my dreams too made me feel oddly exposed.
Dante squeezed my hand with his, sweeping away his worried frown with a swift smile. “It’s all right,” he said. “We’ll get the locket back. Everything will be fine. You’ll see.”
I wanted to believe him, but I wasn’t sure he believed it himself.
• • •
We walked back along the river, carefully avoiding the thin threads that were spooling out in new directions.
“This is the last thing I wanted to see,” Dante said with a heavy sigh. “The river shouldn’t be doing this. Any of this.” He pointed to a silver thread that had separated from the main river, the shimmering line coiled around in a tight spiral like a spring. “And listen to it. It even sounds different. It’s like there is this odd echo—I can’t quite make it out.” He cocked his head, listening.
I concentrated as well, hearing the familiar chimes of time and the melody of the river. But this time I could also almost hear words mixed in with the music.
“And it seems softer somehow,” Dante continued. “Like it’s blurred along the edges, or feathered, like an angel’s outstretched wing.”
I swallowed, remembering Lorenzo standing over the cracked statue of the angel in the cathedral, how the wings had been bent and broken in his fall. I didn’t think they were connected, but I felt now like I had felt then: sad and small and helpless.
“Though this appears to be a little beyond feathering,” he continued. “I wonder how many of these threads are spooling off the main river?” He crouched down and skimmed the flat of his hand over the surface of the river, close but not touching. “No wonder it’s been harder to keep track of the time, with the river this unstable. Sometimes it feels like it’s slipping away and I can’t hold on to it. Other times, it feels as heavy as a stone and I can’t make it move, no matter how hard I push.”
“Can you fix it?”
Dante stood up and weighed his answer in the stillness between us. “Maybe. But I’ll need to study the currents of the river in order to see the possibilities of how we might be able to cleanse it and stabilize it. And that means I’ll need to stay on the bank—at least for a while.”
“Can I stay with you?” I gestured to the barren landscape around us. “I’m already here, after all.”
“I wish you could. But it’s too dangerous for you to stay. You haven’t found your balance yet. You haven’t had time to. It took me nearly a year to find mine once I had passed through the door. You’ve only had a couple of days.”
I frowned. I hated to ask my next question, but I had to. “And you’re sure your eyes will be okay? You can still see downstream the way you used to?”
Dante nodded with a small smile. “Yes and yes. I will be fine. Besides, if we are going to restore the river—and restore your family, I haven’t forgotten about them—then I need to know what’s going on, and for that, I need to study the river.”
“I still don’t like the idea of you being here alone. I want to help.”
“I know. And that’s one of the things I love about you.” He touched his forehead to mine. “You can help by staying with Orlando. By staying safe. And staying whole.”
I didn’t say anything. I knew Dante was right, but that didn’t mean I had to like it.
“You did meet up with Orlando, right?”
“I’ve been with him ever since I arrived here—in this time, I mean. He was at the courtroom with me. And at the cathedral. He was even here—on the bank—right before you showed up.”
“He was?”
I nodded, remembering that with Dante’s limited sight, he hadn’t been able to see his brother. “I think he recognized you, but he fell into the river before he could reach you.”
A small furrow of worried thought creased Dante’s forehead.
“What about Zo?” I blurted out. “He said he could find me wherever I was—the way you can.”
“Let me worry about Zo. You concentrate on finding your balance.” He slipped his hands around my waist and pulled me closer. “Do you trust me, Abby?”
“Always,” I answered without hesitation.
“Then trust me,” he said with a smile.
“I will.”
A glimmering flicker of light in the distance caught my attention. As I turned toward the main flow of the river, I saw a series of flashes like a heat mirage that made the land ripple. I paused, squinting in hopes it would bring the strange images into focus.
“Abby? What do you see?” Dante asked. He angled his face in the direction I was looking, but I knew he couldn’t see the shimmering light that had appeared on the bank. Not with his blind eyes behind his bandage. My heart seized up a little. We had to find a way to heal Dante. He couldn’t live like this.
“It’s a light,” I said, knowing it was too general a description to be helpful. “It’s across the river, and it looks like . . .” I rubbed my eyes. It couldn’t be. It wasn’t possible. “It looks like my mom.” Terror clawed at my stomach, turning it into a seething mass of acid.
“Your mom?” Dante asked.
She stood motionless, her face turned toward me, a glittering veil of mist hanging between us.
“She can’t be here,” I moaned. “Why is she here? How?” I clenched my hands into fists, feeling my knuckles tighten with the strain. Then I shook my hands loose and bounced on the balls of my feet, wanting to race across the river and into my mom’s arms.
Dante touched my shoulder, holding me in place. “It’s not her, Abby. It can’t be her.”
“How can you be sure? What if she came looking for me? What if she managed to follow me?” I gasped. “And Dad! He’s there too.” I rose up on my toes, craning my neck for a better look. The light resolved into a third shape. “Hannah?” My voice cracked and bled away from me. My family stood on the far side of the split river. All of them. Together.
But I remained apart, separated from them by the vast expanse of time.
“Abby, no, listen to me,” Dante stepped in front of me, blocking my view. He moved his hands from my shoulders to my arms. I tried to shrug him off, but he was too strong.
“Let me go—”
“They’re not really here,” he said, his voice loud but calm. He stepped aside again. “Look at them, Abby. Really look at them. Tell me what you see.”
I took a deep breath and narrowed my eyes. It was hard to see past the emotions that sprang to life inside me, but what I saw made me catch my breath.
My mom looked pale white, ghostly and transparent. The outline of her body wavered, seeming to bleed away into nothingness as I watched. Her hair moved slowly in a breeze that wasn’t blowing. Her eyes were soft; it looked like she had been crying.
The images of Dad and Hannah floated nearby, their bodies the same ghostly white and thin. I could see where they were holding hands, but their individual fingers were lost in a hazy cloud of white. Hannah’s skirt ruffled around where her ankles would have been had she had any feet. The edges of her outline rippled like water.
Dante lifted my chin with his fingers, pulling my gaze back to his face.
In my heart, I knew Dante was right. My family wasn’t really there. It was impossible. “How did you know? Can you see them?”
Dante shook his head. “Not now, but I saw them like that once before, when I tried to restore your family to you the first time. When Zo erased them from the river, it was like they became ghosts, cut adrift. They are just images, Abby. Shadows seen through the mist of time.”
“We have to save them,” I said, quiet but firm.
“We will,” Dante said, equally firm. “We won’t let them be lost forever.”
I glanced back to my ghost family, desperate for another look, even knowing they were just fragments, just memories.
As I watched, a brighter light cut through the flat sky. The ground trembled under my feet like a minor earthquake. I hung on to Dante for balance.
Another figure materialized in the distance. A tall girl with short black hair, the ends ragged and choppy. She barreled forward, running on bare feet straight through the wisps of my family, scattering them into a tattered oblivion. Her worn bathrobe covered a dirty gray sweatshirt and loose pajama pants. Her familiar face was twisted with anger and madness.
“Valerie?” I whispered, confused.
Even though she was some distance away, she lifted her head as though she had heard me. She fixed me with an intense gaze, and then she smiled.
But it wasn’t a smile of reunion or welcome.
It was the grin of revenge, with teeth extended and ready to bite.



Chapter 10
I told you I would fix it!” Valerie’s voice sliced through the air like a blade. “I told you so!”
I stumbled backward a few steps, tripping over Dante’s feet. He caught me and helped me stand. “Abby? What is it?”
“It’s Valerie,” I managed. “She’s here. Really here. Not like my family. She’s really here. On the bank.” The words fell out of my mouth in clumps of disbelief.
On instinct, Dante twisted to look in the direction of Valerie’s voice, but I knew he couldn’t see her. He couldn’t see the cruel light in her eyes or the hot spots of color in her cheeks. Such visions were reserved for me.
Valerie ran in a straight line, never taking her focus from me. I thought for sure the river would slow her down—she would have to stop or else risk being pulled back into the flow of time—but the moment her toes reached the line where river met bank, she simply jumped, her momentum propelling her across and over the narrow track of unstable time. She landed hard and fell forward onto her knees, her arms shooting out to brace herself against the soft sand of the bank.
Crouched on all fours like an animal, she twisted her head around to pin me with her hooded eyes. “What the Pirate King is not, is the Pirate King’s lot, and we all will be bound in the Pirate King’s knot.” Her singsong voice rose in pitch the longer she chanted, while at the same time her body seemed to collapse in on itself, folding into a tight ball.
“How did you get here, Valerie?” Dante demanded, angling his body toward the sound of her voice and stepping in front of me.
She whipped her head up and grinned. “How does anyone go from place to place?” she said. “Through the door.” Her voice was almost back to normal, but her eyes were not. “You should know that better than anyone, darling Dante.”
“No,” I breathed. The pressure that had been building inside me locked like a vise around my bones.
“That’s not possible,” Dante said, but I could feel the muscles in his back tighten with tension.
“Really? Because it seemed pretty easy for me to go down the spiral staircase into the burned basement of the Dungeon and waltz my way through the door V built for Abby.”
“Leo said he would watch—”
“He couldn’t watch forever.” She unfolded herself from her crouch. “I wanted. I waited. I watched. It was only a matter of time.” Her laugh sounded like nails clattering on metal.
“Do you know what you’ve done?” I said.
Valerie tilted her head. “I know exactly what I’ve done. Better, I know exactly what I’m doing.”
“You can’t go back, you know that, right?” I said. “It’s not that easy.”
“I don’t want it to be easy,” she said, taking a step forward. “I want it to hurt.”
Everything seemed to happen at once: Valerie rushed toward me at the same time I screamed at the same time Dante moved to intercept her.
“Dante! No!” I shouted, but he caught her in his arms, wrapping her tightly against his chest and lifting her off her feet.
She struggled against him, kicking and screaming and biting, but even in her anger, Dante was stronger.
“Let me go!” Valerie clawed at Dante’s arms, scratching deep, parallel lines all the way to his elbows. She reached up and ripped the bandage from Dante’s head, throwing the cloth to the ground.
“Stop it, Valerie!” I took a step forward, my heart skipping a beat in terror.
“No, stay back,” Dante called.
“Look out!” I shouted the second before Valerie rocked her head forward, and Dante dodged at the last moment.
I paced in a nervous circle around the two of them. I wanted to do something to help Dante, but I couldn’t see an opening. They were too tightly locked together. And I didn’t want to do the wrong thing at the wrong time and distract Dante. Sweat poured down the side of his face from the strain of trying to keep Valerie under control.
“I warned you,” Valerie screamed at me. “You may have given him your heart, but he can’t have you. I won’t let him. He’s mine!”
“It was a mistake!” I screamed back at her, my eyes burning, my throat raw. “I didn’t know . . . I didn’t mean to do it.”
“Too bad, so sad,” she chanted, her black hair flying around her head like the shadow of a halo. “What’s done is done,” she growled, a feral look in her eye. “And he’ll do what he’s going to do. You can’t stop him. You’re his girl now and forever.”
“Stop it!” I covered my ears with my hands, trying to block out her voice, but it was no use. Her words latched onto my mind, taking hold and not letting go. I fell to my knees. It couldn’t be true; I didn’t want it to be true.
“Move back, Abby,” Dante ordered.
“You’re late, you’re late, for a very important date. And you’re late, Abby. Everlastingly too late.”
“Go!” Dante snapped, turning toward me. Hard lines cut through the angles of his bones, turning his face to a mask of intensity and purpose. A power and a stillness gathered around him, honed like a weapon ready to be used.
I crawled backward, trying to stay as far away from Dante and Valerie as possible without also falling into the river.
“Abby!” Dante called out. “When I tell you to, I want you to count to a hundred. Concentrate, and count. Can you do that?”
“Yes!” I called back.
“Good. Then do it—start counting! Now!” He closed his eyes and tightened his grip on Valerie.
“One. Two. Three.” I bent my mind, my will, my heart to counting one number after another. I focused on each number, visualizing what it would look like, what it would sound like, what it would feel like on my tongue before I spoke. “Four. Five.”
I kept my gaze locked on Dante.
He took a deep breath and then leaned as close as he could to Valerie’s ear. He opened his mouth and spoke to her.
I couldn’t hear what he said, but I kept counting, loudly and rhythmically. “Twelve. Thirteen.”
The bank rumbled again beneath me, but quietly. More of a shudder than a shake.
I kept counting. “Twenty-five. Twenty-six.”
Dante’s mouth moved constantly, pouring words into her ears, and slowly, oh so slowly, Valerie stopped struggling.
“Thirty-nine. Forty.”
A sharp snap echoed through the sky like lightning, but without the flash. The river hissed and spat behind me.
Dante lowered Valerie to the ground, holding her up when her knees wobbled. His breathing quickened, his chest heaving with strain. Yet, at the same time, Valerie’s breathing eased, slowing into a calm rhythm that somehow matched my endless counting.
“Fifty-six. Fifty-seven.”
Valerie closed her eyes. Her cheeks still burned hot pink, but the smile that spread across on her face was peaceful instead of predatory.
Dante gently lowered Valerie to the ground, cradling her in his arms, covering her with a blanket of words.
She sighed and curled up on her side as though asleep in her bed at home instead of in a barren wasteland outside of time.
“Seventy-nine. Eighty.”
Dante dropped to his knees next to her, bracing himself with his straight arms against his thighs. He bowed his head, sweat running past his eyes like tears, dripping off his nose and chin. His shoulders shook with the deep breaths he pulled into his body.
“Eighty-eight.” I couldn’t take it anymore. “Dante!” I called. I moved to stand up, but he flung his hand out to me. His gray eyes seemed black against his unnaturally pale skin.
“Finish it!” he ordered.
“Eighty-ni . . . nine.” The words stumbled out of my mouth. “Ninety.” I wanted to go faster—I was so close to the end—but when I tried to speed up the rhythm I had already established, Dante turned those black eyes toward me and I had to stop and swallow and keep the pace he needed.
“Ninety-nine. One hundred.”
As soon as the last number left my lips, I scrambled to my feet and ran across the distance separating us.
I crashed to my knees next to Dante and wrapped my arms around him in a bone-crushing hug. “Are you all right?”
I felt Dante instantly relax in my arms as he locked his hands behind my back. He pressed his face into the curve of my neck. “Thank you,” he murmured, his voice hoarse and raw.
“What for? What did I do?”
“You trusted me,” he said.
“Of course I did. You said you needed my help.” I pulled back and touched his face and his scratched-up arms with my fingertips. “I’m not sure how my counting helped, though. What did you do?”
Dante shuddered one last time, the wounds on his arms already healing.
“I used a poem to help calm the storm in Valerie’s mind.”
“You did? Is she better?” Hope flowered in my chest and I looked down at my friend, sleeping, her face smooth and childlike.
Dante hesitated, then shook his head. “I wasn’t able to go that deep inside her mind. She fought me every step of the way as it was.”
“Is that why you had me count?”
He nodded. “Hearing you count helped me keep to the rhythm I needed in order to channel the power of the poem the way I wanted to.”
I reached out and almost brushed Valerie’s leg, but I didn’t dare touch her. I didn’t want to wake her up. “It looked like it took a lot of power.”
“It did,” Dante said, his words clipped. He wasn’t angry, though, just exhausted. “More than I thought it would. Zo’s always been strong, and his power over her has lasted a long time; it was hard to break down the walls.”
“But you’re stronger than he is, right?”
“I hope so,” he said quietly. “Today I was. But I don’t know how long the effects of the poem will last. A lot of it will depend on Valerie herself. If she wants to get better, I think I can help her. If she wants to stay with Zo . . .” He rubbed his arm across his forehead, wiping away the sweat, but leaving behind a streak of blood.
I shivered at the sight of the stark red line. It was too close to my memory of when Dante’s wound was fresh.
“What poem did you use?” I asked, hoping for a distraction from my past. “Was it the same one that you used to help me?”
Dante shook his head. “That poem only works for you. I knew Valerie had a different problem, so she needed a different poem. I had to create one for her on the spot.”
“Why wouldn’t the other poem work?”
He hesitated, and when he spoke, his voice was unexpectedly shy. “Because that one was yours; I wrote it for you.”
My mouth softened to an “Oh,” which was as far as I got before Dante leaned in and kissed me.
His lips found mine, at once soft and strong. He ran his palms over my shoulders, one hand sliding up to brace my neck, the other sliding lower to touch the small of my back. I felt the slightest flex of his muscles, and he pulled me close to his chest.
I melted into the curve of his arms, my mind alight with all that I had lost and all that I had found.
I kissed him back, tasting his sweat and blood and desire. His mouth burned with unspoken poetry.
I curled my fingers into the fabric of his shirt, holding him as close to me as I was to him. My heart beat in double time, a quick rhythm that made me think of a song, of dancing, of wings snapping open, catching that first thermal wind and soaring to uncharted heights.
Lost in the moment, I didn’t notice exactly when he loosened his hold and pulled away. I drew in a deep breath, feeling the cool air counterbalance the fire in my chest. I could still feel the heat pouring off of him.
He touched his forehead to mine. “I’m sorry,” he said, though he didn’t sound sorry at all. He ran his fingers down the side of my arm until they came to rest in the bend of my elbow. My pulse fluttered. “I’ve missed you so much.”
“It hasn’t been that long, has it?” I blinked, trying to bring my vision back into focus. Dante’s kisses had a way of changing how I saw the world.
“Long enough. It feels like it’s been forever.” His hand dropped from my elbow to my hip.
“You would know,” I said with a smile. “Tell me, what does forever feel like?”
I hadn’t meant for him to answer me. Mostly I’d asked it to give me a moment to catch my breath and calm my racing heart. But Dante’s face grew thoughtful.
“It feels a little like this.” He half gestured to the barren bank that encompassed us.
“Really?” I couldn’t keep the disappointment from my voice. “I don’t want forever to be like this. I thought that going through the door a second time made things better for you. You know, so you could stay in the river and you didn’t have to be on the bank.”
“No, that’s not what I meant.” He tilted his face upward toward the endless expanse of sky, his eyes looking at nothing. “I meant that forever feels . . . untouched. Open, all the way to the horizon. But it’s not empty like the bank. Not at all.” His voice, already soft, took on a reverence I hadn’t heard before. “Forever is stuffed full of . . . possibility. Potential. A blank canvas waiting for me to paint something, or draw something. To make. To change. Forever is where creation happens.”
A shiver ran through me, and my breath quickened at his words. “That’s beautiful,” I murmured. “I wish I could feel that too. I want to be where you are.”
“You are,” Dante said, sounding surprised by the hint of melancholy in my voice. “You’re here with me. We’ll always be together.”
I swept the bank with my gaze and bit down hard on my lip. How would it be to look out over such a wild expanse and see, not emptiness, but everything? I would never know. At least, not unless we found a way for me to go back through the door like Dante had. Not unless I became a Master of Time too. But in all my recent trips to the bank, neither a bridge nor a door had appeared for me. My future extended only as far as the thin boundary where the bank met the river. This place was my future—all the way to the horizon of my life.
I tried to shake off my bleak thoughts. We still had a lot of work to do—stopping Zo, saving my family, cleansing the river—and now there was Valerie to worry about as well. With her here, we would have to rethink our plans.
Valerie. I sighed. I wondered how she would react when she realized the extent of what she’d done. I had walked through the door with my eyes open; she had run through the darkness blindly, driven by rage.
“Abby?” Dante asked gently, touching my hand. “We need to go back. It’s time.”
I nodded, feeling the sharp edge of pain cut through my thoughts. I was already tired of bouncing back and forth between the river and the bank. How had Dante done it for more than a year? Or Leo, with half a millennium of experience? The weight of that thought was more than I could bear.
I picked up Dante’s tattered bandage and handed it to him.
Looking at Valerie, I said to Dante, “We have to take her with us back through the river—you know that, right? We can’t leave her here.”
“I know,” he said without hesitation, knotting the cloth around his eyes once more.
“Will you be able to keep her calm?”
Now he hesitated. “I’ll do my best.”
I nodded wearily. It was all I could ask for. But when it came to Dante, his best was better than anyone else’s.



Chapter 11
The sunlight was blazing white after the flat gray of the bank. I blinked away my light-blindness, my eyes watering as my vision cleared. The pressure from the bank that had been building inside me snapped and slithered away. I wondered how long my sense of freedom would last this time.
We were standing outside the apothecary shop, which struck me as a little odd since Orlando and I had originally left for the bank from inside the shop. Then I thought about how unstable the river was; were things already changing? I hoped not. Of course, one change I didn’t mind was that this time Dante was next to me, holding Valerie in his arms. She stirred a little in her sleep, readjusting her position and nestling her face closer to the curve of Dante’s neck. I felt a deep sense of relief that she hadn’t woken up during our return trip through the river.
“We’re here,” I said softly to Dante. “We should take her inside. The door should still be unlocked. Let me help.” I pushed the door open, holding it so Dante could slip past me into the shop.
I helped Dante set Valerie down on the makeshift bed in the corner. She mumbled a little in her sleep but didn’t wake.
I glanced around the shop, expecting to see Orlando, but the room was empty except for the three of us.
Empty? Where was Orlando? He should be around here somewhere.
“Wait here,” I said to Dante, touching his arm.
Stepping back outside, I let the door swing shut behind me and turned in a tight circle outside the shop, studying every inch, every alley, every building around me.
A slight movement in the shadow of the building across the way caught my attention. I hurried over with quick steps.
“Orlando?”
He flinched away from me, his face pale. “Impossible,” he whispered.
I glanced over my shoulder, but we were alone. Dante was still inside with Valerie. “No. No, it’s all right. It’s me. I’m back.”
He swallowed hard. “You . . .” He drew a hand over his face. “It’s impossible,” he said again.
Too much about this situation—about my new life—was impossible. I touched Orlando’s arm. “It’s all right,” I said again, trying to make myself believe it too.
I wasn’t sure he heard me. His attention hovered past my shoulder and when he gently pushed me to the side, I turned, already knowing what he was looking at—or, in this case, whom.
Dante closed the door to the apothecary shop behind him, standing for a moment in a patch of sunlight. He removed his bandage, letting the strip of fabric dangle from his fingertips. He tilted his face up, his eyes closed to catch the warmth of the sun.
“Dante?” Orlando reached out his hand partway and then changed his mind, rubbing at his eyes with the edge of his wrist. He stepped out of the shadows, his stride uneven as he stumbled forward.
At the sound of his name, Dante spun on his heel, immediately balling up the bandage in his fist and hiding his hands behind his back. His eyes found mine and a strange mix of panic and relief flickered across his face. If I hadn’t been watching, I would have missed it.
“What are you doing here?” Orlando asked in confusion, drawing closer to his brother. “Why aren’t you with da Vinci? Is something wrong?”
I trailed after Orlando, wondering if I should say something. I even opened my mouth, but I didn’t know what to say. In my other life—my life before I crossed through the door—Dante and I had talked about many things, but never about what to do when we faced overlapping timelines. Here, in this time, there was only one of me and only one of Orlando. But there were two Dantes: the one standing before us with the scar across his eyes and the gold chains across his skin, and the one crouching in a dark corner of a dungeon cell, unmarked, untested, and already counting down to the end of the world.
I knew instinctively that it was important to keep the two Dantes separate, to keep their timelines pure and parallel. But what about this? Dante and Orlando were face-to-face, with too many of the wrong questions waiting to be answered.
“Hello, Orlando,” Dante said, his voice husky. His eyes never left his brother’s face, though I knew he could only see Orlando in his memory. “I’ve been given leave to come home for a time.”
I drew alongside Orlando, who spared a moment to glance at me, a question in his eyes. “But I saw him on the bank . . .” he said to me.
“It’s all right,” I said with quiet confidence. I seemed to be saying that a lot, but I wasn’t sure I believed it myself yet. I could feel the pause in the flow of the river as time debated what to change, and how. I felt like I was standing on a bridge, holding a rock out over the edge, wondering when the rock would slip free and how big the splash would be when it did.
“What happened to your eyes?” Orlando asked Dante, a touch of horror in his voice.
Dante hesitated. “A fight I couldn’t avoid. I’m all right, but my sight is . . . compromised.”
“But you’ll get better?” Orlando said, and it was less a worried question than a hopeful statement.
“Eventually.” But Dante didn’t look at me when he said it. His expression closed, making it clear that that line of conversation was over. He cleared his throat. “Have you been home? Have you spoken to Mother and Father?”
Orlando faltered, and his eyes darkened with anxiety. He shook his head. He scratched at his arm, then, glancing down, quickly stopped. “If . . . when you speak to them . . . don’t tell them about me. Please?”
My heart hurt to hear the sadness in his voice.
Dante swallowed and I saw his body start to tremble. The muscles in his arms tightened as he gripped his wrists behind his back, trying to stay in control. “Why not? Don’t you want them to know that you’re safe? That you’re well?”
“Of course I do,” Orlando said automatically. “It’s . . . it’s complicated. It’s best if they don’t know where I am.” He ran his hand through his hair in a gesture so familiar to me, my mouth went dry. I’d seen Dante do it himself a thousand times before.
I looked between them both. They shared so much—the same hair and face and mannerisms, the same family. Now they shared the same secret, though Orlando didn’t know that yet. And, I realized with a rising sense of panic, he couldn’t know.
“You shouldn’t know where I am either,” Orlando said to Dante suddenly. “It’s not safe.”
That was the truth. Orlando had told me the story of how he hadn’t seen Dante at all between leaving him at da Vinci’s studio and finding him on the bank all those years later. My heart stuttered. Maybe it was already too late. Maybe this meeting had already changed things.
The rock was slipping free; the river was flexing.
I touched Orlando’s arm with a quick hand. “Wait here.” I closed the short distance between me and Dante, grabbing his arm and pulling him around the corner of the building.
“I’m sorry. I’d hoped he would be here when we returned, but I didn’t think . . . What should we do? How can we fix this?” I said fast and low; I didn’t want Orlando to hear me.
Dante drew in a deep breath. He reached his hands around to grasp mine, their touch cool and steady. He pressed his bandage into my hands and, after a quick squeeze, he let me go. Then very slowly, very deliberately, he folded his sleeves back, revealing the chains he had kept hidden. First one, then the other.
“Dante,” I hissed. “What are you doing?”
“What needs to be done,” he said quietly, his eyes clouding over.
“No. It’s too dangerous. For him. For everyone.” I glanced around the corner to see Orlando slumped against the wall, stripping thorns from the stalks of the rosebushes growing next to the sign. He kept glancing up, anxious for our return, wary of passing strangers and the possibility of being identified as a fugitive.
My heart sank under the weight of all the new questions I was sure he was dying to ask.
The river shivered and shifted, bending around this unexpected encounter.
“Why did you come back here, Abby?” Dante asked.
“What? You know why.”
“I know. But do you?”
I exhaled in frustration. “Of course I know why. I came back to close the loop, to stand in front of the dungeon doorway before you—the other you—traveled through the door. I’m here to protect the river and get it back on track. And keep it on track.”
Dante nodded. “And?”
“And if I can do that, then I can save my family as well. Restore them to the time and place where they belong.”
He relaxed. “Exactly,” he breathed. “That’s all I want to do too.”
“But how will telling Orlando the truth—about his past, his future, about everything—help restore my family?”
His eyes met mine, and I thought I saw a storm of light pass through them like lightning behind a cloud. “Because it can also restore my family.”
Understanding flooded through me. “Oh, Dante.” The words barely had shape or tone, just a sigh of empathy and love.
“I lost him once. I don’t want to lose him again.”
I slipped my hand back into Dante’s, our fingers automatically folding together.
“He’s my brother. How can I keep this secret from him? If I can help him, prepare him for what is coming . . .” Dante shrugged eloquently. “He would do it for me. He did do it for me.”
“But what about the river?” I asked. “What will happen now?”
“I don’t know. But the river is designed to accommodate change—it is change. And what did we come here for if not to change things? Fix things? Set things right?” He squeezed my hand in his. “I have to do it now. Once the door closes behind me—the other me—it’ll be too late. Whatever we have changed—or not changed—will be locked into place.”
He was right, and we both knew it. The rock was falling and there was no way to call it back. No way of telling how far the ripples would spread.
“Will you help me save my family?” he asked me.
“Of course I will.”
“Thank you.” He brushed the back of his fingers against my cheek. “We should probably go back inside the shop.”
“Is that a good idea?” I asked. “I mean, Valerie is in there, isn’t she?”
Dante hesitated. “I don’t want to leave her alone for too long. It’ll be better if we’re all together—less dangerous for everyone. And if she needs help when she wakes up, I’ll be there.” He paused, swallowing hard. “Will you help me?”
“Yes.” I could feel the nervous energy crackling off him. I pressed his bandage back into his hand, but instead of covering his eyes with it, he shoved it into his pocket.
“Are you sure?” I asked, surprised.
He nodded, and I gave his hand a quick squeeze before leading him around the corner of the shop.
Orlando looked up as we approached, his eyebrows lifting at the sight of me holding hands with Dante.
“We need to talk,” I said. “All of us.”
“What’s going on?” Orlando asked me in a low voice. “How do you know my brother? He’s not even supposed to be here. Are your memories back? How . . . ?” He exhaled slowly, his mouth flattening into a thin line. “I don’t understand.”
“I know how you feel,” I said with a faint smile. “There’s a lot to understand, and all of it a little strange. And yes, my memories are back. Thanks to Dante. Come inside and we’ll answer all your questions. We’ll talk about everything.”
I could see his uncertainty battling with hope across his face. But in the end, I knew he would come. I knew hope would win. Dante was his brother, and Orlando always came through for his brother.
We entered the shop together, and I immediately looked at Valerie. She was still asleep and quiet. I hoped she would stay that way.
I helped Dante sit in the chair next to the window, then stepped back, close enough to help if he needed me, but far enough away to not intrude on the conversation.
Orlando sat down in the opposite chair. Tension hummed from his body. “Dante? What’s going on?”
Dante was silent for a long moment. Then he carefully pulled his folded sleeves even higher up his arms. The golden chains around his wrists were bright in the sunlight that fell through the window. He simply held out his arms . . . and waited.
Orlando sucked in a breath, his eyes flashing to me.
I half shrugged. “It’s okay,” I said, hoping that those small words would be enough to set him at ease.
Orlando waited another moment, then returned his attention to Dante. “How did you get those?” he demanded.
“The same way you did.”
Orlando cut him off with a sharp gesture and an even sharper word. “No.”
Dante nodded slowly, his eyes sad but determined. “They came for me in the middle of the night. I was at da Vinci’s studio.”
“No.” Orlando’s voice rose in volume.
“They took me. They imprisoned me. They tried me, judged me. Sentenced me.” Dante’s voice was relentless.
“It’s not possible.” Orlando’s lips barely moved. His face had paled to a shade beyond snow.
“They marked me.” Dante clenched his fists, the veins standing up beneath the golden chains.
Orlando shook his head, his eyes locked on his brother’s hands.
“They stood me before the black hourglass door. And they sent me through.”
“No,” Orlando said for the third time, but this time it was only a whisper. A sigh. More of a wish than a denial. “Not you. They didn’t . . . they couldn’t have . . .”
Dante nodded. “I found myself on the bank.”
Both brothers turned toward me. They looked so much alike that I felt my heart skip a beat.
Dante reached out and gripped Orlando’s hand with his, drawing his attention and holding it steady. “You found me on the bank.”
Orlando swallowed. “When?”
Dante turned his right wrist over, revealing the letters etched into his flesh: MMIX.
Orlando closed his eyes. “That far? They sent you forward that far?” A muscle quivered in his jaw. “How did you survive it?”
Dante turned back to me, his gray eyes unreadable behind the scar. “I had help,” he said simply.
I caught my breath, feeling the air burn in my lungs. I closed the space between us in two quick steps and knelt by his side. I joined my hand to Dante’s on Orlando’s arm. At my touch, Orlando opened his eyes.
“I know this is hard to hear,” I said, “but it’s the truth. I promise.”
Orlando nodded, but his gaze was unfocused, distant. “It’s my fault. He said he’d do it. He warned me. I didn’t believe him. It’s my fault,” he repeated.
Dante and I exchanged a glance. We both knew the man to whom Orlando was referring: Zo. He had coerced Orlando’s obedience by threatening to implicate Dante as one of the Sons of Italy. And when Orlando had turned in Zo to the authorities, Zo had turned in Dante as well.
“No,” Dante said firmly. “It’s not your fault. And I understand—now. Everything is all right.”
“How can you say that?” Orlando demanded. “I ruined your life.”
“You saved my life.” Dante wrapped his arm around my shoulder and pulled me closer to his side. “You made it possible for me to find my life.”
Orlando looked from Dante to me, and his eyes wouldn’t let me go. A spasm of pain traveled along his jaw. He clenched down on his teeth with a sound like cracking ice. “So, I wasn’t dreaming just now when I saw you on the bank?”
“No. I’ve been through the door and back. It’s how I was able to come here. How I could come home,” Dante said.
Orlando was silent for a long moment. “And your marks? They are gold because you’re from . . . from the future?”
Dante nodded and gave me a little squeeze. “We both are.”
“It’s where we met,” I said.
Orlando looked at me, the pain in his face touched with shadow. “That’s how you knew,” he said quietly. “What to tell me. How to help me on the bank. Because you’ve been here before.”
“Not exactly,” I said. “I haven’t been here before. Not in 1501. I know what I know because of you, Orlando.” I reached out to touch his knee, but I stopped short; he seemed unusually fragile and I didn’t want to add any more pressure. “Because when you find Dante on the bank all those years from now, you will teach him what you know. And he, in turn, will teach me. So I, in turn, could teach you.”
Orlando squeezed his eyes shut and dropped his head in his hands. “It makes my head hurt to think of it.” When he looked up, his eyes were bloodshot. He rubbed restlessly at the marks on his wrists. “I’ll never be free of it, will I? None of us will. We’ll be trapped in this endless spiral of past and future forever. Doomed to pay for our mistakes for an eternity.”
“No!” I said with more force than I’d intended. “That’s not true. We can still change things. We can still choose.” I reached for Dante’s hand without looking and gripped it tight. “We’re here to close the circle—lock it so it is safe. So it is protected. And once we do, we can leave the past behind and move forward. It is possible, Orlando. I promise.”
He drew in a deep, shuddering breath. As he exhaled, he took my free hand, linking the three of us through a common touch, a common goal. “You’ve asked me to do a difficult thing, but . . . I will choose to believe you.”
The moment of time that had been in flux snapped back into its flow, running fast toward the future. The ripples were spreading; I shivered as a shroud of unexpected possibilities seemed to fall over all of us.
“I wouldn’t ask you to do it if I didn’t think you could,” I said quietly.
“Thank you,” Dante chimed in, his voice low and raw, and I knew his gratitude extended to both me and Orlando. The first connection back to his family was complete, though it remained to be seen how strong it would hold, how long it would last.
I wondered how soon we would be able to do the same for my family.
A woman’s voice rose in song from the corner of the shop, a melody I recognized.
Letting go of Orlando’s hand, I stood up and turned around, the hairs on the back of my neck already warning of danger.
Valerie sat in her rumpled nest of blankets, the soles of her bare feet pressed together and her knees angled away from her body like wings. An unnatural brightness glimmered in her eyes. She sang one phrase over and over; I recognized it as the opening line of “Into the River.” And with the music came a shot of pain. Darkness filled my mind as Zo’s black veil threatened to fall over my memories again.
I fell back to my knees, fighting with everything I had in me to keep the darkness at bay. To hold on to my self and my sanity.
“It’s time, my children,” Valerie sang, her eyes never leaving mine. “It’s time, time, time. The waves are rising. The waters are running. The clock is chiming midnight.” She unfolded herself from the floor, a single sinuous motion that lifted her to her feet. She extended her arm and pointed a sharp finger at me. “You’ve felt his mark, his mouth, his mind. And you’ll never be the same again. Oh, no. He’ll make sure of that.”
And then she threw back her head and laughed and laughed and laughed.



Chapter 12
Make her stop!” I cried, curling into myself and covering my ears with my hands. “Please!”
Dante slipped from the chair and knelt by my side before the words had left my mouth. He covered my shaking hands with his strong ones and the extra pressure against my ears muted the sound of Valerie’s voice until it was nothing but a rumbling murmur.
At the same time, Orlando rushed to Valerie’s side and covered her mouth. Instantly he yelped and pulled his hand away. Shaking his fingers, he looked at Dante and me in shock. “She bit me!”
“Did not!” Valerie retorted, folding her arms in a pout.
Orlando ignored her. “What is she saying?” he asked us, confused. “I can’t understand her.”
“That’s because I’m speaking English, silly. Would you rather I speak something else? Because I can,” she said in perfect Italian. “What about this?” she added in French. “Or this?” she finished in Spanish. “I speak the language of whatever story I’m in, and this story has Italian written all over it.”
Orlando’s eyes bulged in surprise.
Dante turned to me for an explanation, but I shrugged. I didn’t know how it was possible, but then there was so much about Valerie that was strange and impossible. “She can speak the truth in a story. Why not Italian, too?” I murmured. I wondered what else she was hiding in her cracked and broken mind, what other talents or gifts might be at her call.
“Who are you?” Orlando demanded of Valerie. “What are you doing here? Where did you get these?” He grabbed her arm, holding up her tattooed wrist to examine the chains marked there.
“She did those to herself,” I answered.
Orlando dropped Valerie’s arm in horror. “Why?”
“It’s a long story. She’s my friend,” I answered, though it felt strange to claim her as such when she was so very different from the person I’d grown up with. “She also came through the door like I did. But she’s not well.”
Valerie bared her teeth at Orlando and snapped at him again.
“Valerie,” Dante said calmly, “don’t bite people, please.”
“I don’t have to do what you say.” Valerie yanked her arm away from Orlando and smoothed her hair down. “Or you,” she tossed over her shoulder at Orlando before turning away.
Dante frowned. “Fine. Then the River Policeman says, ‘Don’t bite people, please.’”
Valerie turned back, her eyes opened wide. She bit her lip. “The River Policeman?” Her voice lost its high-edged intensity, replaced with a gentle reverence. She took a step toward Dante.
I flinched back in his arms, hating my instinctive reaction. Valerie had once been my best friend, and now I didn’t want her to come another step closer. I lowered my hands but kept them tucked under my chin, just in case. I still felt the darkness hanging over my mind like a guillotine’s blade.
“I need to talk to the River Policeman,” Valerie said. “I need his help.”
“I can help you,” Dante said. “But first I need you to sit still and be quiet for a moment. Can you do that for me?”
In answer, Valerie dropped to the floor, crossing her legs and sitting up as straight as possible. She drew an imaginary zipper across her lips, twisting her fingers at the corner of her mouth. She looked at her pinched fingers, a frown of concentration pulling her eyebrows together. Then she twisted around and held out her closed hand toward Orlando.
He looked over Valerie’s head at us.
Valerie huffed a breath through her nose and wiggled her hand at Orlando.
“What does she want?” he asked.
“She wants you to take the key,” I said, remembering how upset Valerie had been when I had once so casually discarded an imaginary key of my own.
“She doesn’t have a key,” he said slowly, as though he had missed an important detail.
Valerie reached even further toward Orlando, her body contorting in her effort to stay where Dante had asked her to stay, yet still move closer.
“I know. Like I said, it’s a long story.”
Orlando took a cautious step forward, extending his open hand toward Valerie’s. A red crescent bite mark bloomed on the heel of his palm. When his hand was directly beneath Valerie’s, she opened her fingers. Orlando folded his fingers into a fist as though he had caught whatever she had dropped, and Valerie relaxed, a smile lighting up her face.
Edging away from her, Orlando returned to where we sat by the fireplace.
Dante helped me to my feet and into the chair he had recently abandoned. He hovered behind me, his touch never far from my shoulder, my neck, my arm.
“So, will you tell me the story?” Orlando sat in the other chair. “I think I deserve to know what’s going on. And what I’ve agreed to.”
I took a deep breath and told Orlando the abbreviated version of who Valerie was and why she was the way she was and how she had ended up here, Dante chiming in as needed. I hadn’t been kidding; even just covering the basics, it was a long story and my throat hurt by the time I was done. My heart hurt, too, as I relived the events of the past few months. Had it really only been since January? Since Dante had first come into my life and everything had changed?
Through the entire retelling of her history, Valerie leaned forward like an attentive pupil, her eyes moving in an endless circle from me to Dante to Orlando and back again.
Orlando leaned back in his chair, his fist still holding the invisible key. He turned his thoughtful gaze to Valerie, and when her focus was back on him, he held her eyes. “I’ll keep it safe for you until you need it back,” he said. “I promise.”
Valerie nodded solemnly, crossing her finger over her heart, first one way, then the other.
“What does that mean?” he asked me in a low voice.
“She wants you to promise—cross your heart and hope to die.”
Orlando looked at me oddly, but he mimicked Valerie’s motion.
Dante cleared his throat and stepped around me, kneeling down in front of Valerie. “Thank you,” he said. “You have been very still and very quiet, just as I asked. I’d like to help you now. What did you want to talk to the River Policeman about?”
She twitched her lips back and forth but didn’t say anything.
Dante reached out and touched her knee. “It’s all right. The key is safe. And the River Policeman says you can talk now without it.”
She exhaled as though she’d been holding her breath the entire time. “Oh, good. I knew you could help me.”
“What can I do for you?”
Instead of answering, Valerie tilted her head until it almost touched her shoulder. She waved her hand in front of Dante’s face. “Can you see me?”
Dante didn’t blink. “The River Policeman can see everything.”
She hiccupped a breath, and suddenly tears filled her eyes, spilling down her cheeks. She pressed her hands to her chest. “Then you can see my broken heart?”
Dante nodded gently.
“It’s not fair,” she said, her voice small and sad. “I did everything I was supposed to. Everything he wanted. But it wasn’t enough. I wasn’t enough. In the end.” She twisted the edge of the belt of her bathrobe into a knot.
“On the contrary, I think you might have been more than he could handle.”
“It’s been forever since I’ve seen him.” She frowned, and the twisting motion of her hands turned to ripping. “He only comes to see me now when he needs something from me. I don’t like that. I don’t like that he just takes and takes. He used to give me gifts, you know. Bring me special things.” Her face brightened through her tears. “He once gave me a doll. It was pink and silver and it had the letters L and A on the chest. He told me it stood for l’ amore, which means the love. I loved it so much I didn’t even care that the dolly didn’t have a head.”
I felt myself turn to stone. That had been my doll once upon a time. Zo had stolen it from me and returned the head as a horrible surprise gift. He had given the rest of the doll to Valerie as a token of his love? A shiver ran up and down my arms like tiny spiders.
“Go on,” Dante said, though with a slight quiver to his voice. “What else?”
“He used to sing to me all the time, but now he hardly even talks to me. I miss hearing him sing,” she sighed. She hummed a few bars of “Into the River,” and I whimpered in pain. The darkness drew a little tighter inside me.
“Valerie,” Dante warned.
The music stopped and she sat up even straighter. “Sorry. I’m sorry. I’ll be good. I promise.”
“Thank you.” Dante took her hand in his. “Tell the River Policeman exactly what you want him to do.”
She looked down at their joined hands and a tear slipped down her cheek. “I want him to fix my broken heart. I want him to make everything all better.”
“How can he do that?”
“By arresting the Pirate King.” A scowl of hate pulled at her face. “You must make him pay,” she growled, squeezing Dante’s hand until her knuckles were white. “Make him hurt. Make him leave her alone”—she jerked her head in my direction, but Dante didn’t move—“and make him come back to me.”
Dante lowered his head. A stillness surrounded him, spreading wide to include Valerie, Orlando, and me. When he spoke, his words seemed to echo through the small room. “I promise you, I will stop him. I will keep him away from Abby.”
“Oh, good—” Valerie began.
Dante interrupted, holding up his hand. “But—”
Valerie bit down on her lip.
“But I will not allow him to return to you either.”
“What!” Valerie shouted, recoiling back, her fingers snapping into claws.
Her anger rolled off Dante’s calmness. “He is dangerous. And when I stop him, I will send him to prison. That is what a policeman does. That is my job.”
“But we belong together! I belong to him—”
“No!” Dante’s stillness shattered. “You belong to no one but yourself. His claim over you is broken. You must not give in to him again.”
“But I miss him,” Valerie said uncertainly. “The last time I saw him, he asked me to tell him a story.” She rubbed at her eyes. “The stories are so loud in my head, and they don’t all have happy endings anymore.” She leveled a serious look at Dante. “I don’t like stories that don’t have happy endings.”
“What story did you tell him?” I asked. “Was it a story like you used to tell to me? Maybe one about the Pirate King and the River Policeman?” I knew Valerie’s stories were a strange blend of fantasy and fact, prophecies within plots, because it had been partly her stories that had helped me save Dante from certain destruction.
Valerie ignored me and directed her answer to Dante. “I wish it had been. I like those stories the best; they are exciting and adventurous and bloody. No, the last story I told him was about the Pirate King and the Flower Girl. I didn’t like her story.” She shook her head. “The Pirate King didn’t like it either, but I can only tell the stories that want to be told.” Valerie twisted her fingers together in agitation. “It’s the saddest story I know.”
“And you don’t like sad stories,” Dante said gently.
“No, I do not,” she agreed regally.
“Will you tell us the story?” I asked, leaning forward.
“I’m not going to tell you anything,” she sneered in my direction.
“Will you tell me?” Dante asked.
The look she gave him was soft and humble and happy. “Oh, yes. I’ll tell you anything you want to know.” She patted the floor next to her. “Come closer. This is a story that wants closeness.”
Dante slid forward, but when Valerie sighed in exasperation, he moved even closer.
Jealousy nibbled at me at the sight of the two of them together. I knew it was silly to feel that way, but I still left my seat and knelt next to Dante on the floor.
Valerie glared at me and pressed her lips together.
“She stays.” Dante’s voice left no room for negotiation. “Now, tell the story.”
Valerie shifted on her seat, her hands flitting from her lap to her knees and back again. She bowed her head and mumbled something under her breath.
“What was that?” Dante asked. “What did you say?”
She turned away, her gaze traveling over the glass bottles and sealed containers on the shelves surrounding us. Her fingers twitched and trembled.
“Do you need your dollies?” I asked quietly. “Would that help you tell the story?”
She whipped around to stare at me, hot smears of red on her face. “I don’t need your help at all! I can tell the story all by myself.”
Orlando stood up from his seat and walked to the counter, rummaging through the boxes and bottles that were still scattered on the surface until he found a small something he folded into his palm.
“What are you doing?” I asked. Dante tilted his head at the sound of Orlando’s activity.
“Helping,” he said. “I hope.” He pulled out a square of gray fabric from a cupboard and wrapped it around a short, stout bottle filled with a dark red liquid. As he returned to the fireplace, he pulled out the cork and dropped whatever had been in his hand inside the bottle. He handed the bundle to Valerie, who took it from him with shaking hands and wide eyes.
“What is it?” she asked, breathless.
“It’s a doll made of glass. But you must be very careful with it or else it will break.”
Valerie clutched it to her chest. “Oh, I will be ever so careful. I promise.” She began swaying back and forth, rocking her doll like a baby, her eyes closed and a smile appearing on her lips.
“What did you put in it?” I asked Orlando in a low voice.
“A packet of dried apothecary rose petals. When mixed with the liquid inside, the scent will help calm her mind.”
“I remember when you used to make that for me,” Dante said quietly to his brother. “For when my dreams were unusually bad.”
I nodded to Orlando, grateful for his quick thinking and for his ability to help Valerie now and Dante then.
Valerie’s eyes fluttered open. “Even though the Flower Girl lived in a sad story, she wasn’t always so sad,” she began in a soft, rock-a-bye voice. She tucked the cloth tighter around the bottle, holding it up to her cheek. A kindness entered her face, softening it back to the familiar features I remembered. “When she was young, she was yellow and gold and light. She was as fragile as a wish made on dandelion seeds, as quiet as clouds across a summertime sunset.”
I leaned against Dante’s shoulder, lulled by the ebb and flow of Valerie’s story. Unlike the tales she told of cunning pirates and stoic policemen, this one felt gentle. The cadence reminded me a little of how I felt when I listened to Zo’s music or Dante’s poetry, but instead of summoning a dangerous darkness or a healing light, this rhythm made me think of standing on the edge of the ocean and watching the waves roll in.
“She was a mouse. Happy to be hidden, happy to nibble at the edges of life. But even though she was small, her heart was full of love, love, love.
“There was a meadow she liked to visit. A sprawling, rolling ocean of flowers and grass. She loved to dance in that meadow. But then one day the Pirate King sailed up and said that he would take her away from her meadow, from her flowers and her friends. The Pirate King said that it would make him happy to make her live on his giant pirate ship. He said that once they sailed away, she would never have to come back home.
“But instead of making the Flower Girl happy, that news made her sad. She didn’t want to leave her family. And she didn’t like the Pirate King. She didn’t like his black eyes or his sharp teeth. She may have been a mouse, but even a mouse can roar. The Flower Girl said no to the Pirate King.” Valerie shuddered with surprise and disbelief.
“So the Pirate King plucked the Flower Girl and cast her aside.” Valerie gently stroked the cloth wrapped around the bottle in her lap. “He left her in the meadow that she loved, where she withered and died, her heart pierced with a thorn and all the petals of her soul crumbling to dust.”
Valerie’s voice trailed off into silence for a moment before she finished the story.
“And after she died, the river swept her away, never to return, just like it will sweep all of us away one day.” She blinked slowly at me and Orlando, and a sad and broken smile fluttered across her lips. “Well, not us, of course—not anymore.” She leaned toward Dante, whispering conspiratorially. “And not you, either. Not unless you choose to go.”
“I’ll not leave Abby behind,” Dante said firmly. “No matter what.”
“Then I can’t promise you’ll have a happy ending to your story either,” Valerie said sadly. “You know the barriers are thinning. You know some of them are even breaking.”
“Yes, but we’re going to fix them—” I started.
“I already told you—you’re too late. Everlastingly too late.” She lowered the bottle to her lap, a little of the liquid spilling out onto her clothes. “The dreams are already escaping. Soon they will all be gone. And then nothing will be left.”
“Do you still have a dream, Valerie?” Dante asked quietly. “Or has yours already escaped?”
She looked down at the glass in her lap; the red rose petals had darkened the liquid to the color of blood. “I dream of standing still. I am tired of feeling like I’m flying when I know I’m really falling. I want to rest. I want to find silence again.” She ran her finger along the curved edge of the bottle, and when she looked up, her eyes were bright with an inner light. “People think edges are bad, but they are really there to keep us from falling to pieces. They don’t hold us back, they hold us in. They hold us together.”
I blinked back tears. This was the closest I’d seen Valerie to being back to her old self. Dante’s poem and Orlando’s potion had worked wonders. Maybe, with a little more time and a little more help, we could bring her all the way back to sanity.
“I know how you feel, Valerie,” I said quietly, knowing it was the truth. “And I promise I’ll do what I can to help your dream to come true.”
“Oh, Abby, my sweet,” a voice rang out from the front door of the shop. “You should know better than to make promises you can’t keep.”



Chapter 13
I jumped to my feet a second after Dante did. He automatically positioned himself between me and the figure who slouched against the door frame.
Valerie twisted around as well, the bottle in her lap crashing to the floor. When she saw Zo standing in the doorway, she cried out with joy.
“You came back for me! I knew you would!” She crawled through the shards of broken glass toward him.
When she was close enough to touch his knee, Zo looked down in disgust, closed the door behind him, and sidestepped her grasping hand. He stalked forward, his boots cracking against the floor, drawing a straight line from the door to Dante. And to me, standing behind him.
“Wait! It’s me. Look at me! I’m here! I’ve been waiting for you.” Valerie’s voice rang out louder and more urgently the farther Zo walked away from her. “No, please! Don’t go!”
Zo ignored her cries, his stride steady and purposeful.
Valerie collapsed into a puddle of despair in his wake, a mournful wail dribbling from her mouth around broken sobs.
Orlando shoved out of his chair by the fireplace, and without looking, Zo flung out his hand. “Don’t. I’m not here for you. This is not your fight. If you choose to walk away, I’ll let you go. Otherwise . . .”
Orlando ignored Zo’s unspoken threat as completely as Zo had ignored Valerie’s desperate pleas. He moved forward to flank Dante, adding his protection and blocking Zo’s access to me.
Zo’s steps slowed, then stopped. “Ah, brave and noble Orlando, still playing the hero. It’s good that you keep trying. Maybe one of these days you’ll get it right.”
I felt Orlando bristle, a hard edge of tension pulling his shoulders taut. “I don’t know what game you’re playing at, Lorenzo, but I should kill you for what you’ve done.”
“You could try,” Zo said amicably, “but you wouldn’t succeed. I’m not who you think I am. Not anymore. Isn’t that right, Dante?”
Orlando glanced at Dante and then at me, looking for an explanation or clarification, and I shook my head slightly. Now was not the time to explain. And being so close to Zo made the lingering drop of darkness in my mind buzz with angry energy.
“And valiant Dante,” Zo continued. “You don’t look much better than you did the last time I saw you. Of course, the last time I saw you, you were smashing my guitar. You shouldn’t have done that, you know. I’m not really a forgive-and-forget kind of person.” He nodded toward Dante’s wounded eyes, and his mocking tone held bitter laughter. “Tell me, how is life in the shadows these days? Are you totally blind, or just mostly?”
“Why are you here?” Dante demanded.
“To make you pay the consequences for your actions,” he said, all trace of humor gone from his voice. “And to take back what’s mine.”
“There’s nothing here that belongs to you.”
Zo turned to me. His eyes were the same feverish black they had been at the cathedral. “Is that true, Abby? My sweet, sweet Abigail.” When my name passed his lips, the buzzing in my head turned from a roar to a shout.
I closed my eyes against the pain singing in my head. “Leave me alone!” I felt his pull on me like a magnet. But even as my feet itched to move in his direction, I knew that was the wrong thing to do. I knew the closer I was to him, the more I was in danger. I pressed my hands flat against Dante’s back and leaned my forehead between his shoulder blades, hoping that the contact would help keep me grounded.
I tried repeating Dante’s healing poem in my head, hoping the words would help protect me.
Zo laughed, but the sound was wild and unsettled. “You should know better than to leave your prize possessions unattended, Dante. Why, anyone could just come by and take them and break them into pieces.”
My blood froze; I had heard those same words before. The poem I had been clinging to crumbled like dust.
“She’s not broken. And she’s not yours. Her memories are restored,” Dante said, his voice controlled and certain. “You no longer have a hold over her.”
“Is that so?” Zo’s long fingers twitched as though seeking for strings to play, for a song to command me. I knotted my hands in Dante’s shirt and held on so I wouldn’t fall. “Abby’s memories may be back, but I’m still in her head. How does it feel, Abby?” he called over Dante’s shoulder. “Do you remember how happy it made you to say that you loved me? Do you remember our kiss?”
My mouth burned, and I pressed my lips together to keep from answering.
Valerie made a strangled noise before her sobs cut into silence.
“You should go,” Orlando said to Zo. His voice was quiet, but with an edge that sounded like a sword being unsheathed. “We all appreciate your flair for dramatic entrances, as well as your pathetic attempts at threats and insults, but you are not welcome here.”
Zo arched an eyebrow. “Oh, I think someone here might disagree—” He gestured with a flourish toward Valerie, lumped in front of the door.
Only Valerie wasn’t there anymore.
She stood directly behind Zo, an avenging angel of contained fury, and when he turned, she slashed out with her ragged fingernails, rocking his head to the side and cutting four grooves deep into his cheek.
Zo stumbled back a step, off balance and surprised. His hand flashed to his face, a snarl distorting his features.
“You took my heart,” she said, her words clipped and her voice unnaturally calm. Zo’s blood dripped off her fingers. “I want it back.”
Zo dabbed at his wounds, barely glancing at the smears of red on his hand. He worked his jaw and shook his head a little. The entire left side of his face burned red from the force of Valerie’s attack.
I watched in horror as the slashes on Zo’s face closed up, leaving behind only clean skin. I swallowed hard.
He straightened to his full height and a smile tugged at his lips. He looked at Valerie with coal-black eyes. “No,” he said.
Valerie wasn’t the only one who blinked in surprise. I gasped. Orlando rocked onto the balls of his feet, ready to spring forward, but Dante gripped his arm and held him in place.
“You gave me your heart,” Zo said. “And now it’s mine to do with as I please. Break it. Burn it. Leave it behind.” He shrugged. “But I’m certainly not going to give it back.”
I saw the hurt and the rage descend over Valerie’s face, pouring through her body like acid. “You can’t make me be your new Flower Girl. I won’t do it.” She lashed out with her fist again, but Zo caught her wrist and twisted, spinning her around and forcing her arm behind her back.
Valerie yelped as her knees buckled. Her hair whipped back and forth as she struggled to maintain her balance.
Zo pulled her close to him, his arm snaking around her body and pinning her to his chest. “I never asked you to.” He watched me from behind Valerie’s shoulder, his eyes locked on mine with an intensity that I could feel like a physical presence. “Besides, there’s someone else I want now. Someone I want more.”
Valerie made a broken, desolate mewing sound. Red blotches bloomed on her face. Then her swollen eyes turned angry, and her mouth curled from anguish to pain. “I hate you so much it hurts,” she growled out between tears.
Zo lowered his face, his smile growing into a grin, and nuzzled at Valerie’s neck. “I love you too.”
“That’s enough!” Dante roared, springing forward. Midflight, he disappeared.
I stepped back in surprise, but there was no time for anyone else to move before Dante reappeared behind Zo.
Dante punched Zo in the back, a swift jab below the ribs that caused him to grunt in surprise and pain. He released his hold on Valerie, who crumpled to the floor, all her limbs loose and disjointed. Immediately, Dante grabbed Zo and they both flickered away, leaving behind only a patch of blurry air.
I knew Dante couldn’t see Zo—not directly. But he could see the flow of the river clearly from the bank. I suspected Dante had gone there for a flicker of a moment, pinpointed where Zo was, and then positioned himself for a sudden attack.
It had been a brave and impulsive thing to do. Usually Dante was more reserved, prone to think things through before acting. But I was grateful to him for springing to Valerie’s rescue when no one else could.
“Come on,” I said to Orlando, darting around him. I grabbed his arm on my way past, pulling him behind me as I raced to Valerie’s side in a handful of steps. “Help me move her.”
The air rippled again and Dante and Zo reappeared, but only for a flicker of time. I caught a glimpse of Dante’s hands locked around Zo’s bicep. Zo’s foot lashed out as though ready to take a step, or kick out a knee, and then they vanished again.
“Lorenzo vanished like that before at the cathedral. Does that mean he’s been through the door too? He is like Dante? Is he from the future?” Orlando demanded, joining me and lifting Valerie from the floor.
I nodded. “Dante and Zo have both been through the door a second time, so they’re free to travel the river at will.” I hurried to the counter, checking to make sure it was high enough and sturdy enough that it could serve as a shield if necessary. “It’s also how Zo was able to heal from Valerie’s attack.”
“Zo?” Orlando repeated, his confusion transforming into understanding. “Lorenzo.”
Another flicker, but this time I saw that Zo had cocked his fist back, aiming a blow for Dante’s head.
I gasped, ready to shout out a warning, but they were already gone.
The last time Dante and Zo had flickered like this had been in the blasted basement of the Dungeon, and Zo had done it specifically to weaken the barriers holding the river in place. I hoped that Dante was taking precautions to keep the barriers intact this time, but with the two of them fighting as well as flickering, and with the river so unstable, I didn’t know if that was even possible. I couldn’t take the risk.
“Here,” I said to Orlando, pointing to the alcove where the counter curved to meet the wall. “Put her here.”
Orlando knelt and gently helped Valerie sit up against the wall. “You’re safe now. Everything is all right,” he repeated in a constant wash of murmured reassurance.
She pulled her knees to her chest and gripped her wrists, the muscles in her arms tight as she strained to hold herself together. A blank mask covered her face, bone-white and flat. Her eyes glazed over gray, rolling in their sockets, looking without seeing. She swayed in place, picking up speed until she rocked back and forth so hard her head hit the wall.
I winced at the thud.
A flicker of activity drew my attention. I looked up in time to see Zo appear—but alone this time. He shook out his hand as though he had connected with something hard and unforgiving. He stepped toward me, a flat anger masking his face and his eyes burning. Orlando moved to intercept him, but at the same moment, Dante materialized and knocked Zo off his feet. They disappeared before they hit the ground.
“Will you stay with her?” I asked, touching Orlando’s shoulder and nodding toward Valerie.
“Where are you going?” He twisted out of his crouch to his feet.
I had forgotten how tall he was, how imposing he could be.
“I have to help Dante,” I said, pointing to the main floor of the shop where glimpses of Dante and Zo appeared and disappeared like shadows of birds in flight.
“How? They’re too fast, and—”
“I don’t know,” I interrupted. “But I have to do something.”
Faced with an impossible situation, my mind ran through the possibilities, looking for a creative, workable solution. It was a discouragingly short list. But there was one thing on the list that I thought I could do. It was crazy and dangerous and there was no guarantee that it would even work, but it was something I could do. And right now, that was what I wanted—action. Even if it was the longest shot I could take.
Before I had traveled through time, I had made three trips to the bank: once with Dante, once by myself, and once with Leo and V. Every time I had gone, I had brought some of my time with me. And every time I had returned to the river, I had brought back some of the bank’s timelessness, too, which had appeared as a shell of glass around me, trapping me inside. And every time, Leo had been there to help restore the balance of time and set me free.
Now that I had passed through the door, I was bound to the bank and outside of time. But I wondered if I could still tap into that strange exchange of time and timelessness like I had before. If so, maybe I could craft a shell of time and trap Zo in it.
And if not, I hoped no one else but me would suffer the consequences.
I scanned the room, looking for the best place to stand and launch my attack. I would have to time it perfectly. But how could I let Dante know what I wanted to do? I would need his help. Or at least let him know where not to be.
A thud, and a grunt. Zo landed hard on the ground, Dante a half beat behind him, his boots thumping into place next to Zo’s head. Zo rolled to the side, his dark hair falling into his eyes. Sweat covered his face. He was gone like a smeared shadow.
“Dante!” I called out before he jumped away. He looked at me, but his body remained poised to vanish. “I have a plan. Can you get Zo next to the fireplace?”
Dante nodded, and then he was gone.
“How can Dante be following him—I mean, if he can’t see?” Orlando asked.
“He can see the river,” I said. “It’s enough.” I pointed to the patch of rippling air where Zo had been a moment ago. “Plus, Zo’s getting sloppy.”
Dante flashed into and out of view so fast—all dark hair and intensity—that the afterimage of him burned in my eyes. I would have only one chance, I knew that. And if I was wrong, if I misjudged the moment to spring the trap, Zo would go free and Dante would be caught instead.
I took a deep breath, shaking out my fingers and trying to steady my nerves. Zo and Dante seemed to be moving around a pivot point in the center of the floor. Each appearance brought them not only closer together but also one step forward around the circle. That was good. It meant that Dante had gotten my message and was moving Zo into place.
Between flashes, I darted to the center of the spiral, standing still and counting out a steady rhythm. If it worked for Zo and for Dante, I hoped it would work for me too.
“What are you doing?” Orlando called out, his frustration clear in his voice.
“What I have to,” I called back.
“Can I help?”
I shook my head. “Just stay there. And whatever happens, don’t come any closer.” I felt bad enough putting Dante at risk without his knowledge; I didn’t want to put Orlando in danger as well.
Concentrate, I told myself. Count. Find that in-between space.
I listened to the quick heartbeat sound of Dante’s boots hitting the ground a moment before Zo’s did—thump-thump, thump-thump. I listened to the slower rhythmic thud of Valerie’s head hitting the wall as she tried to rock away her pain. I listened to the screaming rush of blood in my ears, of the air moving in and out of my lungs, and I felt more than heard a distant chime begin to play inside of me.
There it was. That was what I needed. The music of time. I held on to that shimmering chime, focusing all my will on keeping it ringing, keeping it whole and unbroken.
I had heard such music before—when I had opened the black hourglass door for the first time and again when I had walked my own path through time—but now the music was different. It was almost as though I could hear words taking shape beneath the chimes. A hidden language I remembered from a long-ago time—or a time yet to be. A language I felt I could speak. Almost.
The edges of my vision rippled with the sound waves that echoed through me. I breathed. I concentrated. I counted.
Thump-thump. Thud. Thump-thump. Thud.
The contents of the shop wavered, then bled away in a smear of color and light, only to be replaced by the vast, unwelcome expanse of the bank. I could see it; I was nearly there.
Thump-thump. Thud.
A stillness engulfed me, and I was in between.
Exactly where I wanted to be.
It felt similar to the times I’d dreamed my way to the bank, but not quite. I was mostly still here—in the apothecary shop—but I was also partly there—on the bank. I could feel keenly the sharp divide between the river and bank, a knifepoint pressed to my ribs, painful but not puncturing. The pressure made it hard to breathe.
I saw the black shadow of Dante flicker into the shop, and then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw him appear in the distance along the bank. Tracking his movements there and back made my head hurt. The strange double vision made my eyes water and throb.
Zo was half a heartbeat behind Dante, and gaining. I didn’t have much time left. If my plan was going to work, I had to pull the trigger. Now.
I thought back to when I’d been trapped in that glass shell of time—how it felt, how it looked. I felt a rising wave of claustrophobic panic. No. Not now. I pushed it aside, filling the resulting void with anger and action.
Pulling a deep breath into my lungs, I concentrated on finding that moment when time shifted into timelessness. Shadows of Zo and Dante blurred in my vision—first here, then there. The sounds around me turned loud and brassy, but brittle, as though they would come crashing down at the first wild shout.
Where was it? The moment—I needed to find that one moment where I could change things. Now, before it was too late. Before I lost my courage.
There. I had found it. And what filled my ears was different from the endless ringing of time or even the roar of the river. It was a quietness. An absence. A stillness that reminded me of Dante.
In that timeless moment, the stillness inside of me was balanced perfectly against the stillness outside of me. And then, rising up out of the depths of my mind, I heard again the music of time and the strange language that rippled beneath it.
Without knowing how, I spoke a delicate sound—half-word, half-chime—and at my call, a small bubble of time rose up from the river, a clear droplet made up of the moment before. The moment between.
Thump-thump. Zo. Dante.
I reached out for that bubble, holding my breath. What would happen when I touched it? Was I crazy for even thinking this was possible?
Thump-thump. Dante. Zo.
The bubble shivered at my touch, turning soft and pliable. It quivered in my hand, but it didn’t disappear. It didn’t break.
Thump—Zo.
I opened my eyes, focusing on the here and now, and saw the lean shape of Zo standing before me directly in the spot I’d indicated to Dante.
Thump—Dante.
Without hesitation, I pulled that moment of time free from that in-between place and hurled it at Zo. It hit him square in the chest, and he looked down in surprise. A clear substance stuck to his shirt, bending and shifting in rhythm with his breathing. He brushed at the small pearl of time with the back of his hand. But instead of flicking away, the clear spot shimmered and began to spread across his chest and over his arms. The more Zo tried to push it away, the more persistent it became, growing like ice on a lake, like mold.
I watched in amazed horror as a shield of glass appeared between us, rising up high over Zo’s head and simultaneously wrapping wide around his body. The clear edges met and fused together in a seamless stretch of captured time.
Zo spun on his heel, but Dante stood behind him, blocking his escape. The muscles in his body flexed as he tried to jump away, but nothing happened. He turned back to face me, his eyes black holes of frustrated anger.
I looked past Zo to Dante and felt the beginnings of a smile curve my mouth. My impossible plan had worked.
And then Zo took a step forward, his hands reaching for my throat, and he hit the curve of the shell with a sound like a struck bell.
My entire body resonated with the impact. I stumbled back, my mouth open. Unexpected pain shot through me.
Zo cocked his head, watching me with a considering look in his eyes, the anger shadowed with wariness. He hit the shell a second time, and I fell to my knees on the hard floor.
As the pain intensified, I knew that Zo was trapped in time, just as I had hoped.
But I also knew he wasn’t the only one caught in the trap.
The price of my plan had come due, and I feared it would be higher than I could pay.



Chapter 14
I had never felt such pain before. Not when I had nearly died in the Dungeon fire, not when Zo had redirected the river and erased my family, not even when Zo had stolen my memories and left me scarred and forgotten.
The pain started in the bottom of my feet, sharp pricks like needlepoint stitching a layer of heat onto my skin. I sucked in a hard breath and reached down to rub at my ankles and toes, but it seemed like wherever I touched, the pain spread, a hot red that swept up my legs, my hips, my chest, and down my arms.
“Abby?” Dante asked, his voice drifting to me from an ocean away. His gray eyes clouded over to white. A frown pulled at his forehead. “What’s wrong?”
I shook his words away, afraid that if I opened my mouth only a cry would emerge. Or a scream.
He crossed the room in two long strides. When he reached my side, he brushed his hand against my back, but I hissed at even that light contact, and he pulled away. The frown deepened.
Heat bubbled up inside me like a blister, smooth and liquid.
“Talk to me. Tell me what’s going on.”
I leaned forward, my palms flat against the floor. I twisted my head away from him a moment before my body convulsed in pain and I vomited up a clear liquid. I drew in short, shallow breaths and squeezed my eyes shut as another needle threaded through my side. I felt like I’d been running for hours. Sweat beaded across my forehead, dripped down my temples. I could taste the salt on my lips.
Dante reached for me anyway, his hands searching to see something his eyes could not.
As much as I wanted to lean into him, let his cool hands touch me and soothe the fires that consumed me, I didn’t dare. The pain spread through me like an infection; I didn’t want to pass it along to Dante. I rocked away from him. My joints protested the movement and I had to bite down on my lip to hold back a moan. The taste of blood mixed with the salt in my mouth.
“Abby.” Dante’s voice held a note of command that I could not ignore.
“I . . . I don’t know what’s happening.” I gasped as my bones felt the twist of a sudden torque. The whimper that had been building finally escaped, along with a sharp exhalation. “It hurts.” It was all I could manage. My tears that fell were edged with ice, a coldness that burned worse than the blistering heat.
Through my blurred vision, I saw Zo pull back and punch at the shell surrounding him with knuckles that were raw and red with blood.
Already on my knees, I felt my arms fold beneath me. I curled into a small ball, hoping to protect myself from additional, unspeakable agony. With that last blow, I finally understood what was happening to me. I’d constructed the prison that now held Zo, which meant that I was connected to it. I feared that Zo’s attempts to break free would break me instead.
I looked up at Dante. “I’m sorry,” I said, knowing it wasn’t enough, but not knowing what else to say.
Dante set his mouth in a thin line and, in one quick motion, grasped my wrists and pulled me to my feet.
I let out a small yelp of surprise, but he held me in his arms and wouldn’t let me go. The pain flared once, white-hot, and then the heat started lessening, dissipating in waves as suddenly as it had arrived. The agony that had swallowed me whole drifted away, leaving a cool relief in its place that felt like early-morning dew.
It was only then that I realized Dante had been whispering in my ear. He spoke the string of words so fast and low as to be almost unintelligible, but I managed to capture the echo of a few phrases:
I can take this pain.
I can take this time.
I will break this chain.
I will make this mine.
The rough poem lacked his usual grace and fluency, but the rhythm did its job. As before, when Dante’s words had driven the darkness from my mind, now they drove the pain from my body. Blinking to clear my vision, I thought I saw the golden bands around his wrists glow brighter the longer he chanted his impromptu rhyme.
“I can take this pain. I can take this time,” he repeated, his voice urgent and firm.
I pulled in a deep breath, grateful to feel the normal expansion of my lungs instead of the tightness that had locked me in place.
“I will break this chain. I will make this mine,” he finished.
Looking over Dante’s shoulder, I saw Zo smash his fist against the shell, but this time I didn’t feel any pain. The bond between us had been broken.
When I didn’t react to Zo’s violence, he lowered his hand, his eyes turning to black slits of shadow. His body relaxed out of the intensity of attack into the casual slouch of a predator before the pounce.
The room was silent except for the constant stream of poetry flowing from Dante.
I touched my finger to his lips, stopping his words. “You did it. You broke the chain. It’s gone. I’m better.” The tears continued to flow, but now they were free and clean.
“What did you do?” Orlando asked quietly.
I turned in the curve of Dante’s arms—I wasn’t quite ready to leave his protection yet—and looked at Orlando.
True to his word, he hadn’t come any closer to me. I could see the toll his obedience had taken, though. Deep lines of anxiety cut into his forehead and around his mouth. His eyes had darkened to a deep blue. He looked visibly older than he was, and I had a sudden memory flash of Leo standing over me as an inferno swallowed up the Dungeon. He had the same expression of worry on his face now as he did then. Or would, in all those years to come. It was getting harder to keep the past and the future in their proper places.
“She did the impossible,” Dante said, a touch of wonder in his voice. “What made you think of it?” he asked me.
“Well, it’s happened before. Not like this, of course,” I added. “But I thought it was worth a try.”
Orlando approached the shell of time, his eyes narrowed in thought.
Zo lounged against the far curve, his legs crossed at the ankles, his thumbs hooked into the belt loops of his pants.
It unnerved me to see him leaning up against what appeared to be nothing but air.
“Can he hear us, do you think?” Orlando asked.
“Of course I can.” Zo flipped the hair out of his eyes with a casual toss of his head. “I’m trapped, not dead.”
“Not yet.” Orlando’s lip curled in a sneer.
“Not ever,” Zo shot back, but I saw him look at Dante with hooded eyes when he said it.
A scrabbling sound pulled my attention away from the standoff between Zo and Orlando. Valerie stood up from behind the counter, swaying on her feet. She held on to the edge of the counter with hands that visibly shook. Her ragged hair was matted by sweat, and tears streaked her face. She blinked, looking from me to Dante to Orlando before her eyes came to rest on Zo.
I braced myself for her reaction, for her to fly across the room in another attack, but Valerie simply drew in a shuddering breath and closed her eyes. An expression of true peace—the first I’d seen on her face in a long time—softened the tension in her forehead, her shoulders, her back. She exhaled a sigh.
“Valerie?” I called to her softly. “Are you all right? Do you need help?”
She opened her eyes and brushed at her bathrobe as though she could dislodge the ground-in dirt with a few swipes. She tied the belt around her waist. Rubbing her hands over her cheeks, she wiped away the last of her dried tears and then fluffed her hair with her fingers.
Gliding from behind the counter, she made her way across the room with slow and measured steps. She stopped in front of me and Dante and curtseyed as low and graceful as a noble-born lady.
“I must thank you, my darling River Policeman,” she said, looking up at Dante with adoring eyes. “You held true to your promise. You found him and you caught him and you put him in prison, where he belongs. I am in your debt.”
“You’re welcome,” Dante said gently. “But I had help.” He tightened his arms around me. “Your thanks should extend to her as well.”
Valerie immediately threw her arms around both of us. “My angels,” she whispered.
I untangled myself from Dante’s arms so I could embrace Valerie in a proper hug. I wondered how long it had been since I’d been able to hug my friend like this—too long, I knew.
“Abby?” Zo’s voice slithered into the stillness. “Can I have a hug too?”
I turned around and saw Zo standing with his arms open and his eyes soft and vulnerable. His pose didn’t last long; a smirk cut through the façade, turning into a full-fledged grin.
The three of us joined Orlando next to the shell of time, lining up in a row in front of Zo. He lowered his arms, laughing. Orlando reached out toward the shell.
“No! Don’t!” I grabbed his hand before he could make contact. “If you touch it—if any of us touch it—we’ll break it open and set him free. Plus, I don’t want you to get hurt.”
“So does that mean you want me to be hurt?” Zo asked. He shook his head in mock sorrow. “I thought we were friends, Abby.”
“What gave you that idea?” I snapped.
Zo arched an eyebrow. “You were so nice to me at the cathedral. You trusted me.”
“I only trusted you because you made me.” My skin crawled even being this close to him. I moved away from the edge of the glass, wanting to put as much space between me and Zo as possible.
He quirked his lips as though that were a minor point, as though he hadn’t been the cause of my fractured memory. “Still—it was nice.”
“No. It wasn’t.”
“You would be wise to stay quiet,” Orlando snapped at Zo.
“Or what?” Zo asked. “You’ll come in here and make me?”
“He won’t,” Dante said quietly. “But I will.”
Zo swallowed down his sneer and shoved his hands into his pockets.
“You should be careful,” Valerie whispered to Dante in a voice loud enough for all of us to hear. “He’s not to be trusted.”
“And yet you’ve all done it at one time or another,” Zo commented. He turned his gaze to Orlando. “You believed in my vision.” He moved his focus to Valerie. “You followed me willingly.” Then to Dante. “You told me your secrets.” And finally to me. “You gave me your heart.”
My fingers touched the empty hollow of my throat where Dante’s locket should have been, but wasn’t.
“Looking for this?” Zo asked, withdrawing his hand from his pocket. A silver chain dangled from his fingers, a heart-shaped locket spinning in the air.
I heard Valerie gasp next to me.
Dante leaned toward me and spoke softly. “What is it? What does he have?” His voice was heavy with frustration at not being able to see.
“My locket,” I choked out. “He still has my locket.”
Dante’s mouth thinned into an unhappy line. He shifted his weight next to me as though he wanted to rush forward, break open the shell around Zo, and take back the locket by force. But he settled back onto his heels, his arms folded across his chest and his fingers tapping his arm impatiently, anxiously.
“Your locket?” Zo asked, amused. He flicked the heart into his palm and then slipped it up through his fingers, making it walk across the tops of his knuckles, back and forth, back and forth. He paced the perimeter of his prison, following the curve of glass and shadow with careful, precise footsteps. “I’m surprised at you, Abby. You’ve worn this little bauble for months now and yet you still don’t know what it is. What it means.”
I narrowed my eyes, sensing a trap behind his words but unable to see the trigger that would snap it shut.
“Then again, maybe I shouldn’t be surprised that Dante hasn’t told you the truth about the locket. Maybe you’d like to believe that he didn’t know the truth about it himself.” Zo looked from me to Dante and back again, and his voice sharpened. “Though after what he did to my guitar, I doubt that possibility very much. No, he knew exactly what he was doing.”
“Give it back,” Dante growled. “The locket belongs to Abby.”
“And now it belongs to me,” Zo said, the silver heart catching the light as it continued to travel through his fingers. “That’s my point. Don’t worry. I’ll give it back when I’m done with it.” Zo pinned Dante with a hard look. “That is, if there’s anything left.”
“What truth?” I demanded. “What are you talking about?” I was tired of Zo’s hints and thinly veiled barbs. I wanted to grab him by the shoulders and shake the words out of him, but the shell that kept him inside so effectively also kept us out.
Zo silently arched an eyebrow at Dante.
I touched Dante’s arm. His muscles were in tight knots; his skin felt like stone.
“What truth?” I asked again, my voice quiet, gentle. “Dante?”
“The locket is more than just a symbol of my love,” Dante said. “It’s more than just a heart.” He touched the scarred links along my neck. He hesitated, then whispered, “It is my heart.”
Valerie squeaked in surprise and covered her mouth with one hand. With her other, she grabbed Orlando’s arm. “Oh no, no, no,” she murmured. “This is bad. Oh, so very, very bad.”
Zo remained silent, his eyes unreadable through the wall of time.
I tried to pull my thoughts together. “But I’ve always known that. You told me that when you gave me the locket.”
Dante started to shake his head before I even finished. “No, Abby, listen to me. The locket is my heart. When I said that my life and my heart were always in your hands, I meant it. I am linked to the locket, and so whatever happens to it—”
Dante didn’t finish the thought, but he didn’t have to. Understanding crashed over me and I turned in horror toward Zo, who held the locket in the palm of his hand. He closed his long fingers into a fist and smiled at me.
No. It couldn’t be true. I wouldn’t let it be true. I hadn’t come so far and risked so much only to lose Dante now. I gripped his hand with mine, my thoughts spiraling away like so many loose threads. How had we ended up in this impossible situation? How had Zo managed to collect and control so much of our hearts? First Orlando, his heart broken by a loyalty betrayed; then Valerie, her obsession repaid with pain. Zo had invaded my mind, twisting both my memories and my heart. And now Zo held Dante’s life, literally, in his hands.
I couldn’t look away from Zo’s fist. My heart beat high and hard in my throat. I had regretted giving Zo the locket the moment it had left my hands. Now that I understood exactly what I had done, I had to do whatever I could to get it back.
Zo lounged against the shell of time, clearly enjoying my distress. “When I came to you in the cathedral, Abby, I was so mad at Dante for breaking my guitar. I was—if you’ll pardon the expression—blind with rage. I wanted to make him hurt. I wanted to make him bleed. And I knew that making you mine would kill him. After all, what would be worse than seeing the woman you loved be with the man you hated? But then you gave me the locket like the obedient little girl that you are, and when I realized what I held in my hands . . .” Zo smiled in delight, a teacher whose pupil had unexpectedly provided the right answer. “I couldn’t believe my luck. Imagine it. I can have you, Abby”—he held out his left hand, palm up, as though waiting for me to take it—“and I can destroy Dante”—he opened his right hand where the silver locket lay tangled in its chain—“at the same time.”
“No,” I whispered.
“A victory like this deserves an audience, don’t you think? And I suspect Dante’s destruction will be even more satisfying to watch than his death,” Zo said, tipping his right hand and allowing the locket to clatter to the ground.
It bounced once, twice, and the moment it settled on the ground, Zo lifted his boot and slammed the edge of the heel down hard, directly onto the locket.
A sound like a shot rang out and Dante fell to his knees, his hand clutching at his chest.
I screamed and crouched down next to him, immediately wrapping my arms around him as though I could hold him together. He groaned in pain at my touch.
Orlando roared in protest, leaping toward Zo, but stopped short of contact with the shell. I had told him not to touch it, and, ever true to his word, he wouldn’t, even though the effort of his restraint caused him to ball his hands into fists. I could see the hard muscles in his arms pull tight under his skin.
I brushed Dante’s hair away from his face, trying to see where he had been hurt. He seemed fine, but I had seen Zo’s boot hit the locket. I had heard the snap. I feared the wound was internal, somewhere I couldn’t see it. Where I couldn’t fix it.
Zo’s maniacal laughter cut through the sound of my blood roaring through my ears.
Looking up, I saw him lift his boot again, ready to deliver the final, crushing blow.
It felt like everything around me—everything inside me—froze in horror.
And then I saw a blur of movement out of the corner of my eye. Valerie hit the shell with the flat of her hand. A web of cracks appeared beneath her palm, the thin black lines racing away from the epicenter of the blow.
Zo dropped into a crouch, looking up at Valerie in surprise.
“Valerie!” I screamed. Dante groaned in my arms, his skin clammy and cooling fast.
Orlando whipped his head around at my shout and grabbed Valerie, wrapping his arms around her, pulling her away.
“No!” she shouted, fighting to get free. “He isn’t supposed to have the River Policeman’s heart! We have to get it back!”
A crackle of neon-blue energy arced off the curve of the glass, leaping across the distance to Valerie’s hand. She screamed in pain, cradling her hand against her chest. A bright light surrounded her entire body, the glow bleeding over Orlando’s hands. She shook like a leaf on a tree, and she would have fallen if Orlando had not been holding her up.
But it was too late. The damage was done.
The crack zigzagged vertically along the shell, branching out into multiple fragments, each break sounding like an out-of-tune chime.
Zo’s small prison shattered to pieces around him.
“The locket!” Valerie called out. “Take the locket from him. Take it!”
I stood up in a half-crouch, torn between wanting to snatch the locket away from Zo and wanting to stay close by Dante’s side.
Orlando spun Valerie out of his grip and jumped toward Zo, his hands spread and murderous anger in his eyes.
But his hands closed around nothing, and he stumbled to a stop, standing where Zo had been only a moment ago.
Zo had moved too, and faster than ever before. He was gone without even a ripple in the air to mark his passage. He left nothing behind, in fact, except for the echo of his laughter and a small silver locket that had been split in two.



Chapter 15
Orlando bent down and carefully, reverently picked up the two halves of the silver locket from the floor.
Even though Dante’s skin was cold, I was the one shaking uncontrollably. Everything had happened so fast. I could barely keep the sequence of events straight, but that didn’t stop me from replaying the action in my head, looking for where I could have changed something or done something different. But all I saw was the moment when Zo had broken the locket and Dante had fallen to the ground.
I had failed. And now Dante was paying the price for my weakness.
Without looking up, I held out my hand for the locket.
As Orlando placed the pieces in my palm, one of the halves broke again.
Dante shuddered once, goose bumps lifting on his arms.
Numbness settled over me. I couldn’t stop looking at the four misshapen lumps of silver in my hand: a flat, heart-shaped piece with the hinge still attached, a second heart-shaped piece, rounded on top, but tapering off into nothingness, the small triangle tip of a broken heart, and a silver key that belonged to a door that no longer existed. I felt as small and jagged as the key in my hand. And as useless.
Zo had done his work thoroughly. I couldn’t imagine how to even begin to mend the locket.
Orlando knelt across from me. He placed his hand on his brother’s chest, his movements swift and sure. “He’s still breathing,” he said with relief. “And his heart feels strong.”
My eyes immediately flashed to the broken locket in my hand before I realized what Orlando was really saying.
Orlando continued his report, his tone brisk and official. “It’s slower than I would like, but still strong.” He ran his hands over the length of Dante’s body. “It doesn’t feel like anything is broken. No fresh blood. At least, not that I can see.” He leaned back on his heels, his hands resting on his thighs. He frowned. “Without knowing exactly what happened to him, I don’t know what else I can do.”
I wondered fleetingly about Orlando’s efficiency in dealing with trauma, and then I remembered that he had been a soldier, had been to war. He had probably seen much worse than this.
I sat down heavily on the floor, settling Dante’s head in my lap. The scar across his eyes looked terrible.
I carefully touched the fragments of the locket still in my hand. When Dante didn’t react, I slowly shifted the pieces closer together, laying the broken half of the front heart on top of the back half, trying to reassemble the locket as best as I could. I slipped the key back inside, too; it seemed right that they stay together. I watched Dante for any signs of distress, but the only change seemed to be that his breathing became easier the closer the locket came to being whole again. A light pink even returned to his face.
Valerie crawled toward me on her hands and knees. “I’m sorry, sorry, sorry,” she mumbled, tears streaking down her face. A faint blue glow still surrounded her right hand from where she had broken open Zo’s prison. “I was trying to help. But I didn’t. I made it worse, didn’t I?” She peered into my open palm. “Did you get it? The locket—is this the locket? Is this all that is left?”
I couldn’t speak. At the sound of her voice, my numbness disintegrated in a flash of anger so hot it made my blood crackle like fire in my veins. If Valerie hadn’t broken the shell, Zo would still be here. And if Zo was still here, I was sure I could make him fix the locket. I didn’t know how, but the blind rage inside me insisted that it was true.
I closed my fingers over the locket in a fist. I didn’t want Valerie to be anywhere near it or even see it.
“Get her out of here,” I ordered Orlando in a flat voice. “Now.”
Orlando moved and gently lifted Valerie to her feet, drawing her away from my side.
The more rational part of me observed coolly that if Valerie hadn’t broken the shell, then Zo would surely have destroyed even more of the locket than he already had. Yes, Zo was gone, but at least he had left behind the locket in his haste to get away. And with these small fragments of the locket in our possession, maybe we could do something to help Dante. At least, I hoped so.
“Oh,” Valerie sobbed, covering her mouth in horror. “Hearts are so very fragile in the Pirate King’s hands. You saw what he did to mine.” She moved her hands from her mouth to her chest, covering the breast pocket of her bathrobe. “And to yours.” She pressed her hands to Orlando’s chest. “And to the River Policeman’s.” Her voice sank into a strange, singsong chant. “What the Pirate King takes, is what the Pirate King breaks, and we all must suffer the Pirate King’s fate.” Valerie touched her forehead and looked up at Orlando with glassy eyes. “I don’t feel so good. My head feels all wobbly.”
Orlando tightened his grip on Valerie, holding her upright in his arms so she didn’t fall.
Valerie turned toward me, her face pale and drawn. “I don’t want to hurt anymore,” she said with a whimper.
“Take her to the bank,” I said wearily to Orlando, my anger having burned itself out. “When she touched the shell around Zo, she absorbed the time I used to create it. If she doesn’t burn off the extra time, it’ll make her sick.”
Orlando hesitated, looking from me to Dante.
“Go,” I said to Orlando quietly. “You said it yourself. There’s nothing else we can do. I’ll watch over him. Come back when you can.”
Finally, Orlando nodded. “As you wish, my lady.”
They left, and the shop fell into silence. It was just me and Dante. Alone for the moment.
“Dante?” I called softly, placing my free hand against his cheek.
He didn’t answer, but I felt him relax a little at my touch.
Reassured by his reaction, I relaxed a little as well.
I wiped away the sweat from his forehead, careful not to touch the wound across his eyes. I brushed back his hair. I placed my hand that held the locket on his chest, right above his heart. I counted the beats of his heart, until I felt confident that each one was stronger than the one before it.
“Come back to me,” I whispered. “Wherever you are, whatever happened to you, come back to me. Please.”
He didn’t move, but his skin didn’t feel quite so cold anymore.
I sighed and rubbed at my forehead. The room looked like I felt: confused and chaotic. The counter was still covered with open boxes and bottles. A few shelves had been dislodged during Zo and Dante’s altercation, and the floor was scuffed with a mixed pattern of prints from their boots, Valerie’s bare feet, and my sneakers. The fire still burned bright, but there were also black smudges of soot along the hearth.
Clearly the shop had seen better days. But then, hadn’t we all?
I felt a huge weight of weariness lodge in my chest. What was I supposed to do now? This wasn’t how I thought events would unfold at all. The plan was for me to come through the door and close the loop and save Dante. Instead, Zo had found me on the other side of the door, he’d ruined my memories and invaded my mind, and Dante—my indestructible Master of Time Dante—was wounded body and soul.
Without warning, Dante stirred in my lap, his head tilting toward me. He reached up with one hand, and I clasped it before he could touch my face. I didn’t want him to feel the tears on my cheeks.
“Dante?” I felt like a light had come to life inside of me, igniting a joy that reached deep into my soul. “Are you all right? Can you hear me? Can you talk to me?” I had more questions, but I didn’t want to overwhelm him with too much too soon.
“Zo’s gone, isn’t he?” Dante asked. His voice was weak, but at least he was talking. He was still with me. He was going to be okay.
I nodded.
“He broke the locket, didn’t he?”
I nodded again.
Dante exhaled slowly as though his ribs pained him. “I felt it. Here.” He touched my hand that still rested on his chest above his heart. “It felt like a fist had reached inside me and squeezed. The pressure . . . it was worse than going through the door. Worse than my worst day on the bank.” Dante grimaced. “If what Zo felt when I broke his guitar was anything like that—”
“He doesn’t deserve your sympathy,” I interrupted. “Or your pity.”
“I have no pity for Zo,” Dante said. “No, what I was going to say was that if what he felt was anything like this, then it’s a wonder he survived at all.”
“How did he survive?” I asked. “I mean, when you collapsed, I thought you were . . .” I swallowed, unwilling to say the word.
Dante was braver than I was. “Dead?” he finished. A hint of a smile crossed his face. “Not yet.”
“How did this happen, Dante?” I asked quietly. The locket felt like shards of rocks in my hand. “I don’t understand. Why are you linked to the locket? What made you do it?”
Dante slowly pushed himself up on his elbows. I slipped my arm around his shoulders and helped him sit all the way up. He crossed his legs and took a deep breath. Wincing, he pressed his hand to his chest again, rubbing a small circle over his heart. He exhaled slowly.
“Dante?” I asked, worried that the color in his cheeks came from pain and not from his strength returning. “What can I do?”
He shook his head. “Give me a moment.”
“You can have all the time you want,” I said, trying to lighten the mood.
He laughed, but there was no trace of humor in it. He looked at me. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about this before.”
“Had you planned to tell me someday?”
He nodded.
“Then tell me now. Tell me everything.”
He was still for a moment, gathering his thoughts. “The year after I came through the door was . . . difficult.”
I touched his arm, moving closer. “Leo told me. He said you almost didn’t make it.”
“I don’t think I would have made it except for two things. You”—he brushed his fingers over my wrist—“and the locket.” He covered the shattered silver in my hand with his.
I looked down at our hands. Though his skin was still a little pale, I could feel the energy returning to his body the longer we touched.
Dante spoke quietly, his words slowly gaining speed and strength as he told me the truth of the one last secret he had kept from me.
“It started the night of the Poetry Slam at the Dungeon. That was the first time I had tried to use a poem to help alleviate the pressure weighing me down—to do what Zo, Tony, and V were doing with their music.”
“I remember,” I said, conjuring up in my mind the memory of Dante standing on the stage, his poem rolling out over us like a wave, or a blessing. He had used the same poem to heal me on the bank and restore my memories. It was a poem I would never forget. “You were amazing. I still remember how your voice made me feel.”
The night of the Poetry Slam had been the same night Valerie had won an invitation to the Valentine’s dance with V, taking her first step down a path that would ultimately lead her into insanity. But that had also been the night that Leo had made me a Midnight Kiss and I had made a wish. So much had happened that night. So many small threads that were only now coming together to form a complete picture.
“The poem worked, but barely,” said Dante. “And it came at a high price. After Leo closed the Dungeon, he found me collapsed by the back stairs. I was barely alive. At least, that’s what he told me. I don’t really remember what happened.” He drew in a tight breath. “Well, that’s not exactly true. I remember feeling like I was drifting between the river and the bank. Like I was being pulled in two different directions. Torn in half.”
I deliberately didn’t look at the broken halves of the heart-shaped locket in my hand, though I felt the points and edges pressing into my palm.
“It felt a lot like when I was trapped in the darkness between the doors of the time machine,” he finished. “Before you called me back into the light.”
I squeezed his hand, trying to send all the strength I had inside of me to him.
Dante cleared his throat. “Leo helped me recover, though it took some time to find my balance again. That was when he told me about something he had learned that might help. He knew of a way to link a small part of yourself to an object in order to help stabilize the whole. That way, the object could serve as a kind of anchor, a touchstone that would be easy to find wherever you were and easy to hold on to. He said he had taught the process to the others who had been through the door and it had seemed to help them. He believed it would help me too.”
“Others?” I echoed. “You mean Zo and his guitar.”
Dante nodded.
“What about Tony and V? Did they have touchstones too? Did Leo?”
“If they did, I didn’t know about it. It’s possible they didn’t feel like they needed one. Or wanted one. It was a personal choice; Leo wasn’t going to force the decision on anyone. He said if I wanted to try it, having a touchstone might help me maintain my balance until I had mastered it by myself. More, he said it could help protect me from drifting like that again.” Dante lifted his hand to reveal the locket in my palm. “It was an easy choice to make.”
“You chose the locket,” I said.
Dante shook his head. “I chose you.”
The broken bits of silver suddenly felt like ice.
“I followed Leo’s directions. I crafted the locket. Shaped it. Poured my heart into it. And then I gave it to you. I wanted you to be my anchor, my touchstone.”
I remembered the night Dante had come to my house to give me the locket. He had placed it around my neck with a kiss and said that it held the key to his heart. I hadn’t known then that the key inside the locket would open the black hourglass door or that the locket itself was part of Dante’s heart. I wondered how much of what had followed would have been different if I had known the truth.
The hollow of my throat felt strangely exposed. I thought back to all the times when I had drawn comfort or strength from having the locket around my neck. Every time I had touched the shape of the heart, it had reminded me of Dante. It had linked me to Dante as surely as it had linked Dante to me.
And I had unwittingly handed over the most vulnerable part of Dante to the one person who could do him the most harm.
“Why didn’t you keep it with you?” I asked, trying not to let my voice tremble. “It would have been safer that way. If you had kept it, I wouldn’t have had it when Zo asked me for it. I wouldn’t have given it to him, and he wouldn’t have broken it—or you.” I took a deep breath. “What did he do to you, Dante? He hurt you, but I don’t know where or how, and so I don’t know how to help.”
“First of all, you didn’t give it to Zo. He stole the locket from you in order to hurt me. It’s not your fault; you’re not to blame.” A deep cough racked through his chest, his breath catching hard at the end. “Second of all, what he did to me was the same thing I did to him. The part of me that was tied to the locket—and the part of Zo that was tied to his guitar—is gone. Broken, and unrecoverable.”
I pulled my eyebrows together in a frown. “He didn’t seem very broken to me.”
“The wound may be in a different place from mine, but trust me, Zo is not functioning at full strength anymore.”
“But you said that damage done to a Master of Time by a Master of Time is permanent. That’s why your eyes . . .” I shook my head, still finding it difficult to think of Dante being blind forever. “That same rule doesn’t apply to this kind of wound, does it?”
“What’s done is done,” Dante said, looking down and away.
I forced him to face me again. “What part of you has been damaged?”
His eyes were dark and his face paled as though he saw something horrible waiting for him in the distance.
My heart froze in my chest. I suddenly didn’t want to hear the answer to my question. But I had never shied away from the truth, no matter how difficult it was to bear. I had to know. How could I help Dante if I didn’t know what was wrong with him?
Dante licked his lips. “Do you remember when I was trapped with Tony between doors—” He hesitated and I saw a shadow cross his face. “After the darkness took him . . . after he was . . .”
I covered his hand with mine, silently encouraging him to continue.
He cleared his throat, and his next words were steadier. “I told you that I felt like there was a sudden concentration of time. Almost like time accelerated around me.”
“I remember,” I said quietly.
“When the locket broke, it felt like that. Like an enormous amount of pressure had settled inside me. Here—in my heart.” He touched his chest again. “But this time, it feels like there is a hole as well.”
“The part of you that Zo damaged.”
Dante nodded. “And all this pressure—all this accelerated time that is flowing through me—it feels like it’s draining away through that little hole.”
“Well, maybe, once all the pressure is gone, we’ll be able to figure out a way to patch that hole,” I suggested, feeling a touch of hope.
“Except Zo is responsible for the hole. Which means it can’t be patched.” Dante looked down again.
A sinking feeling dropped all the way to my toes. My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. I bit down on an inhalation, feeling like a sharp knife had cut a hole in my chest that matched the one in Dante’s. Even though I was frozen in place, I felt like I was falling; I could almost hear the sound of wind rushing past my ears.
“But you’re a Master of Time,” I started. “You’re not bound to the bank or the river. Time doesn’t have any kind of power over you.”
“That’s what I thought, too. But things have changed. I’ve changed. All I know is that now I can feel time slipping away when I couldn’t feel it before. And I don’t know what will happen to me when that time is gone.”
My fist tightened around the locket. I couldn’t believe we were having this conversation. It couldn’t be true. Dante couldn’t be dying.
“Then fix it,” I said desperately. “If you fix the locket, then your heart will be healed, right? Regardless of what Zo did?” I opened my hand and held out the locket to him. “I know you can do it. You created it once; you can do it again.”
Dante gently closed my fingers over the broken heart and pushed my hand back to me. “I don’t think I can fix the locket. At least, not until my eyesight is back.”
But we both knew that was impossible.
Tears of sorrow and loss burned my eyes, even as the bitter taste of hate filled my mouth. I hated Zo for what he had done to Dante, for all the ways he had wounded the man I loved.
Dante still held my hand. “Abby, I gave you the locket as a way to be with you even when I couldn’t be with you. It was a way for me to finally be whole again and feel at peace. And if I had it to do over again, I would do the exact same thing.”
“But you’re not whole,” I pointed out, my voice shaking. “Not anymore. There’s a part of you that’s missing. That’s . . . dying.” I choked on the word.
He didn’t deny it.
His fingers trembled on my skin. “I knew what I was doing when I gave you my heart the first time. I know what I’m doing this time, too.”
“But I can’t fix it.” My words were a whisper. My tears were endless. “I can’t fix you.”
Dante brushed my hair across my forehead, running his fingertips down my cheek and around my ear. He reached down and, lifting my hand in his, he kissed the tops of each of my fingers. Then he pressed my empty palm flat against his chest, right over his heart.
I could feel the exact moment when his broken pulse found a steady rhythm at my touch.
“If anyone can find a way, it will be you,” he said. “You have risked everything to come to this time and this place to help me—to save me—and I believe in you, Abby. I know we will find a way to return home, healed and whole. Both of us.”
He leaned in until our lips were almost touching. I could feel his breath move across my open mouth. “I trust you,” he said simply. “I have given you my heart and my soul. I know I can trust you with my future, too.” His lips were so close that they touched mine when he spoke. “We’ll be together, Abby. I promise. Always,” he said softly. “Always and forever.”
His kiss was lightning in a storm, a heat that warmed me to the core, a brightness I could cling to as everything inside me—all my doubts and fears, all the darkness and confusion—whirled away into light.



Chapter 16
Dante?”
I thought at first that I had said his name—he was all I could think about, after all—but my lips still tingled from his touch and I doubted I could have formed a single coherent word.
“Dante?” Orlando cleared his throat, once, then twice. “Abby?”
I looked around and scrambled to my feet, trying to brush my hair back into place and feeling a blush burn in my cheeks.
Orlando leaned against the counter, his arms folded and a concerned frown on his face. “Dante, are you feeling better? Are you both all right?”
I slipped the pieces of the locket into an inner pocket of the cloak I wore, glancing back at Dante as I did so to see if my jostling the pieces caused him any pain.
“I’m fine,” Dante said, pushing himself to his feet and reaching for my hand. He stood straight and tall and looked so much like his regular self that I wondered for a moment if maybe we had been wrong about the dying part of his heart. Then I felt the slightest tremble in Dante’s fingers and knew that it was taking all his energy to mask the pain he was in.
I knew Orlando deserved to hear the truth about the hole in Dante’s heart, but I didn’t know if I had the words to explain it. I could barely wrap my mind around it myself.
“Abby and Dante were k-i-s-s-i-n-g,” Valerie sang with a smile, clapping her hands together on the offbeat.
“I saw,” Orlando said quietly, looking down and away.
“You’re back,” I said needlessly. “How was it?” As soon as I spoke, though, I winced. They’d been to the bank; I already knew how that was.
Orlando didn’t answer, but Valerie’s face brightened. She rushed to my side and grabbed my free hand.
“Oh, it was wonderful!”
I looked a question over her head at Orlando, who shrugged in answer.
“I feel so much better,” Valerie gushed. “I’ve been to that place before, but it was horrible—all flat and full of nothings—but this time it was different. This time it was full of all the people from the stories in my head. I could see all the stories—all the different endings—and it was like magic watching them come and go depending on how the story traveled.”
“Who did you see, Valerie?” asked Dante. “Which stories?”
“Oh, you were there, of course. The River Policeman is in a lot of stories right now. Some of them are scary—I didn’t watch those—but most of them are good. There was even one about the River Policeman’s locket, but I didn’t see how that one ended.” She squeezed my hand with hers. “Oh, and you were there, too. K-i-s-s-i-n-g.”
The blush I thought I had conquered came back to life.
“You all were there. Even him.” She pointed toward the door.
I spun on my heel—and gasped in disbelief.
Leo stood on the threshold of the shop, anger snapping from his blue eyes. The wind gusted through the door, wrapping the tail ends of his coat around his legs and ruffling through his silver-gray hair. “What’s this? What are you doing in my shop?”
The sound of his voice seemed to resonate deep inside me.
I looked from Dante to Orlando to Leo, and the penny dropped.
They looked so much alike—all three of them—the only difference being in height and age. But they all shared the same shape of face, the same posture. They even had similar eyes; Dante’s were gray, but Orlando’s and Leo’s were the exact same shade of blue.
“Father?” Orlando said into the stillness. “What are you doing back? I thought—”
Not Leo, then. Though he looked exactly like the man Orlando would become so many years in the future.
Dante looked to me for confirmation, and when I nodded, he swiftly pulled down his sleeves to cover his gold chains. He turned his face away. I knew Dante didn’t want anyone else to see his injury, but I also knew how much he wanted to be able to see his father.
My heart skipped a beat, sharing his pain and his longing. How long had it been since I’d seen my own dad? My own family? It felt like it hadn’t been that long at all, and at the same time, like it had been an impossible span of time.
Alessandro rocked back on his heels, the bag in his hand slipping free and landing on the floor with a thud. He gripped the door frame for balance. Surprise erased his anger, his whole body relaxing with happiness. Then he smiled, and I saw the echo of Dante in his face.
“Orlando?” he said, awed.
Alessandro stepped forward, and Dante stepped back in an attempt to blend into the background. Alessandro stopped, drawn by the movement. “Dante?”
I let go of Dante’s hand and pulled Valerie aside so we wouldn’t be in the way of the unexpected family reunion. I held a finger to my lips, hoping she would follow suit and stay quiet.
Valerie nodded and pressed both of her hands against her mouth, her eyes shining.
“Hello, Father,” Dante said without looking up, his voice catching on the last syllable.
“My boys. My sons.” Alessandro rushed forward, sweeping both Dante and Orlando into his arms and crushing them into an embrace. “I didn’t know . . . I hadn’t heard you were coming.” He laughed a little. “When did you get here? Have you been home yet?” He pulled away a little, but only so he could hug them individually.
When it was Dante’s turn, he glanced at me over his father’s shoulder, and I saw both worry and relief on his face.
“We just arrived,” Orlando said at the same time that Dante said, “No, we haven’t been home.”
Alessandro laughed again, a wild release of joy. “Oh, your mother will be speechless when she sees you. And I will be the hero for bringing you both home to her.”
Orlando swallowed and glanced at Dante, who kept his face turned away to hide his scar.
I knew what he was thinking—what they both were—because I was wondering the same thing: Should they tell their father the truth? And if so, how much of it? And if not, then what could they possibly say?
“We can’t stay—” Orlando started.
“Nonsense.” Alessandro waved away the very idea. “Let me put a few things away, and we’ll be off.”
“This is where the story changes,” Valerie whispered to me from behind her hands. “If Dante says yes, the story goes one way. If he says no . . .”
“What should he say?” I whispered back, wondering how I could get the information to him without drawing undue attention.
“It doesn’t matter now,” she said. “He’s already picked.”
“We’d love to see Mother,” Dante said.
“And there it goes,” Valerie said with a sigh. “Oh, I’m glad he said yes. It makes for a much better story.”
Alessandro looked at Dante, and then looked closer. He touched his son’s chin and tilted his face upward.
I could see Dante’s body tense at the contact. He kept his eyes closed, but the scar was obvious. Jagged and uneven, it looked even worse against the paleness of his skin and the tightness of his face. A line of sweat broke out along his hairline.
“Who did this to you?” Alessandro demanded softly.
Dante swallowed, but didn’t answer. How could he, without inviting more questions?
“Was it da Vinci?” Alessandro said, cupping Dante’s face with his broad hands. He ran the pad of his thumb along the edge of the scar. “Did this happen at his studio?”
Dante winced at even that small touch. “No,” he said firmly. “It wasn’t him. I got into a fight.”
“You? In a fight.” He shook his head and frowned. “I would have expected that from your brother, but not you.”
“It was unavoidable.” Orlando chimed in, coming to Dante’s defense. “Isn’t that what you said?”
Dante nodded, deftly moving his head away from his father’s touch. “It’s fine, Father. I’ll be fine. Let it go.”
“He wouldn’t tell me the details either,” Orlando said with a wry smile.
Alessandro thinned his lips. “Well, I suppose a man is entitled to his secrets. Tell me this, though—did you leave him worse than he left you?”
Dante hesitated. A muscle moved in his clenched jaw, and a hardness sharpened his features and his tone. “Not yet.”
I thought I had seen every emotion possible cross Dante’s face during the time I’d known him, but this controlled fierceness was something new. Seeing it helped me understand where Dante’s intensity came from, how Orlando’s desire for justice had led him into battle. There was warrior blood in the Casella men.
“That’s good to hear.” Alessandro nodded in approval, his own features drawn in grim determination. He glanced at Orlando. “You will help him, if he needs it, yes?”
“Yes, Father. Always.”
“Good,” he said again. “Now, about this wound.” He held up his index finger and passed it in front of Dante’s eyes; his frown turned to a scowl. “How long ago did this happen? This fight?” he asked Dante. “I would expect scars like this to take at least a month to form, and yet . . .” He pushed back Dante’s eyebrows, pulling the area around the scar taut. “There are things that suggest this wound happened mere days ago.”
“Can you do something for him?” I blurted out.
All three men turned my way, and I shrank back against the wall. I’d been so careful to keep Valerie quiet, I’d forgotten my own rules. But I didn’t regret asking the question. Dante needed his sight back, and if his father could help him, so much the better. More, if Alessandro could help heal Dante’s eyes, maybe he could help heal the wound hidden in Dante’s heart.
“And you are . . . ?” Alessandro looked me up and down.
I swallowed. I hadn’t thought I would ever actually meet Dante’s parents, and now that I was, I found myself unexpectedly shy and self-conscious.
“She’s with me,” Dante said, holding out his hand for me to take.
I stepped up beside him, our fingers automatically folding together. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a flash of something cross Orlando’s face. Disappointment? Regret? I didn’t know, and it was gone before I could identify it.
Alessandro’s eyebrows lifted at the sight of our joined hands. “Oh, I see,” he said knowingly, that same joyous smile spreading wide. “And what is your name?”
“Abby,” I said softly. “Abigail,” I amended, thinking it sounded a little more appropriate to the time and place.
“And I’m Valerie,” she said, popping forward and wrapping her arms around Alessandro in a hug.
Orlando pulled her away as quickly as he could. “I’m sorry, Father. Valerie is . . . impulsive sometimes. She’s not well,” he added in a low voice.
“Some people say I’m crazy,” Valerie chimed in, her voice low to match Orlando’s. “But I don’t think that’s a very nice thing to say, do you? I prefer to think of myself as . . . visionary.”
Alessandro frowned, studying Valerie intently. “Interesting,” he said, tapping his finger to his chin. “I’ve heard of cases like this, but I’ve never had the opportunity to see one for myself.” He held out his hand for Valerie. She took it and he led her a few steps forward. He raised his eyebrows at the sight of the black tattoos on her wrists. “Where are you from, child?”
“Here and there and everywhere,” Valerie said, curtseying as though they had been dancing. “I have been to there and back again and can tell you the tale of tomorrow.”
“Fascinating,” Alessandro murmured.
“So, do you think you can help Dante?” I interrupted before Valerie could say anything else.
“Abby—” Dante started, but his father looked up, startled out of his study.
“Oh, yes, yes, of course.” He nodded and headed toward the counter in the back of the shop. “Come,” he said, gesturing for all of us to follow. “Let me see what I can do. Orlando, would you bring me my bag, please?”
Orlando obeyed, crossing the room and picking up the black leather satchel from the floor. He swung the front door closed with a quiet click.
Alessandro slipped behind the counter, tsking at the mess strewn over the surface.
Orlando set the bag off to the side, and the four of us lined up in a row.
A memory sparked: a row of friends in front of a bar, Leo mixing up a sweet drink. There was a part of me that missed those days. The days before I knew about the river or the bank, before I had felt the weight of time sitting heavy on my heart.
Dante pulled me in front of him, wrapping his arms around me and resting his cheek against my head. I breathed in the familiar scent of his skin, feeling at home in his arms. Even with all the twists my life had taken, I didn’t want to go back to those days. I wouldn’t. Not without Dante.
I would find a way around the impossible problem of his broken heart. No matter what.
“What are you doing home?” Orlando asked his father. “I thought you were out traveling.”
“I could ask you the same question.” Alessandro pushed aside the open boxes and the mortar. He examined the bottom of the pestle and sniffed at the rosemary still clinging to the stone. “I thought you were living the soldier’s life.”
Orlando’s jaw tightened. “I was. I mean, I am. I’ve been given leave to undertake a special assignment.”
“One that allows you time to come home and visit your parents?” He replaced the pestle and brushed his hands together. “I’m not complaining, mind you. I just assumed that, given the recent rumors, most soldiers would want to keep a low profile.”
“Why is that?” Orlando asked, his glance flicking to me. We all had reasons to keep a low profile. “What rumors?”
Alessandro looked up in surprise. “You haven’t heard?”
“Oh, I know, I know.” Valerie waved her hand in the air. “I know this part of the story.”
Opening his bag, Alessandro withdrew a vial half filled with a clear liquid. “The Sons of Italy,” he said. “The rumors are everywhere. From what I’ve heard, these so-called Sons of Italy were soldiers—honorable, loyal soldiers—who committed treason yet claimed they were the patriots.”
My whole body tensed, a bolt of unexpected panic traveling through my nerves. I knew this part of the story too. Dante’s chest hardened behind me, a deep breath turning him to stone.
I glanced at Orlando, but he appeared unruffled. Even serene.
“I’ve heard of them,” he said, his voice steady. “What’s the latest news?”
Alessandro continued to empty his bag, lining up a variety of bottles one after the other. “Word in the marketplace is that the authorities captured the last member of the conspiracy last month and have locked him in prison.”
“Oh? And do the rumors include an identity for any of the conspiracy members?”
I wondered how Orlando could be so calm about the topic. The rumors were about him—him and Dante and Zo. The inside of my mouth tasted dry and swollen, and I wasn’t even directly involved. I could feel the vibrations of Dante’s heart beating in his chest.
“No. The authorities have been close-lipped about specific names and identities. But you know how people talk. I’ve heard at least a hundred different names listed as the leader of the conspiracy. I even heard your name.” He snorted in obvious disbelief.
Tightness closed up my throat. I couldn’t look at Orlando; I didn’t dare.
“But you think they’ve captured them all?”
Alessandro nodded. “It’s a good thing, too. There’s enough unrest as it is. No need to add to it by arguing about who is and isn’t a true patriot these days.” He clucked his tongue, a sharp sound of disapproval. “I’m glad to know that you weren’t involved—either one of you.”
“You don’t have to worry about us,” Orlando said, reverent and intent. “We would never do anything to bring dishonor to you or your name.”
I felt like crying. I knew exactly what Orlando had done to protect the honor of his family, to atone for the wrongs he had committed. I knew what it had cost him. What it had cost all of us.
I leaned back into Dante’s arms. I hoped it wouldn’t cost us even more.
Alessandro must have heard something in Orlando’s tone because he slowly set down the small packet of flowers he’d extracted from his bag and looked up at his son. “I know,” he said seriously. “You and Dante”—he nodded in our direction—“you are the true sons of Italy. And I am proud to have you both carry my name.”
My breath hiccupped in my chest, and Dante tightened his arms around me.
“Hush, Abby. It’s all right,” he whispered in my ear.
But I could hear a hint of anguish in his own voice.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I . . . I think there’s something in my eye.” I dabbed at my eyes with my fingertips. “I’m all right. I’m sorry.”
Alessandro became all business. “No need to apologize, young lady. And speaking of eyes”—a smile tugged at his lips—“I have not forgotten your request. Yes, I think there is something I can do for Dante.”
“No, Father, you don’t have to—” Dante started again.
“I insist.” He closed up his bag and stored it beneath the countertop. He didn’t wait for Dante to reply, but simply began gathering up a handful of supplies—the vial he had pulled from his bag, a container of some ground-up powder, a pot of green paste, a scrap of heavy fabric—and setting them out in a neat row.
I could see where Dante got his stubbornness from.
I turned in Dante’s arms and touched his cheek. “Why not? Don’t you want his help?”
I almost missed the shake of his head. “I don’t want to disappoint him,” he said under his breath. “Or you.”
“How could you?”
“What if it doesn’t work? It’s not a regular wound; I don’t think it’ll heal like a regular wound.”
“What if it does?”
He didn’t reply.
“Please?” I asked quietly. “For me?”
Dante’s expression softened and his mouth turned up in a small smile. “That’s not fair.”
I smiled back. “I never said it was.”
Valerie reached out and brushed Dante’s arm with hesitant fingers. “You should say yes. It’s a better story if you say yes.”
“I’d do what she says,” I said. “She knows her stories.”
“Dante?” Alessandro called. “Are you ready?”
“It’ll be fine,” I said; I had a good feeling about this. “You’ll see.” Then my words registered and I grinned. “I promise.”



Chapter 17
It’s not too tight, is it?” I asked, touching the scarf knotted around Dante’s head.
He reached up and made minute adjustments to the fit and placement. “No, it feels fine.”
“Good. Alessandro said to keep the bandage on for at least twenty-four hours. Then we’ll clean and re-dress the wound. With luck, we should start seeing some improvement right away.”
“I know, Abby. I heard him too.”
I leaned back against the side of the wagon, trying to find my balance as it rocked and swayed over the rocky ground. The horse kept up a steady pace, and I was glad we didn’t have far to travel. The road was crowded with all kinds of people, some riding horses, most walking. The dust kicked up by so many feet turned the air hazy, and the noise of so many voices swirled around us in a small storm of words, some light as laughter, others weighed down by complaints.
Dante, Orlando, and I were wedged in the back of the wagon among the boxes and bags containing Alessandro’s apothecary supplies. I was grateful for the cover; I suspected the courthouse guards were still looking for us and I knew none of us wanted to be found.
I tucked my feet beneath the hem of my cloak, leaning up against Dante’s shoulder for more warmth.
Alessandro laughed, and I looked up. Valerie sat next to him, gesturing widely. Alessandro had found a spare cloak for her to wear, and when she waved her arms, the long sleeves fluttered like wings. I could hear only bits and pieces of their conversation over the creak of the wagon and the clopping of the horse.
“And the story ends when the girl realizes that there’s no place like home and that she’d rather be with her family than anywhere else.”
“That is a fine story, indeed.”
“It’s one of my favorites.” Valerie sighed. “I can’t wait until it comes true.”
I tapped Dante’s knee. “Do you think it was a good idea to let her sit up front?” I pitched my voice low. I didn’t think there was much chance that anyone would overhear us, but I wanted to be careful.
“It was her choice,” Orlando said from Dante’s other side. “And Father doesn’t seem to mind.”
“And it gives us a chance to talk,” Dante added, his own voice low and rumbling. “Which we need to do before we arrive at the house.”
“I know,” Orlando said. “Why did you even agree to go home? It’s too dangerous. It was bad enough that Father came back early and caught us at his shop; we should have left before things became so complicated.”
“Things are already complicated,” Dante pointed out. “And it’s important for us to go home—if only for a day.”
“But is today really the best day?” Orlando asked, flicking a glance toward his father. “You heard what he said about the Sons of Italy. If he knew the truth—”
“You handled it fine back at the shop. He doesn’t know what happened, and he doesn’t have to know.”
“Then why? Why risk everything with a trip home?”
Dante was quiet, his fingers idly tracing patterns on my leg that was pressed up against his. “Father said the authorities had captured the last member of the conspiracy.” He turned his face to his brother. “That was me. He was talking about me and didn’t even know it.”
Orlando paled and Dante swallowed.
“I’m currently locked in the dungeon at the courtroom, waiting for judgment. Waiting for my turn to go through the black hourglass door.”
I focused on Dante’s finger, slowly realizing that he was writing my name on my leg: the round swoop of the A, the double Bs, the elegant Y, complete with a little hook on the end.
“Imagine what it must have been like for Mother and Father,” he continued. “You send your oldest son to war, only to receive word that he died in battle—never knowing it was a lie.”
Orlando opened his mouth, but Dante overrode him as easily as if he had seen the beginnings of his brother’s protest.
“I know what they offered you in exchange for your cooperation—a hero’s death and a life of exile. But even believing your son died as a hero doesn’t bring him back. And there was never a funeral, never a chance to say good-bye.”
Orlando looked down at his hands, locked into fists in his lap.
Dante’s voice was relentless. “Imagine what happens to that sorrow, that grief, when you then learn that your second son has vanished without a trace. At best, there is no story to explain his disappearance, and you spend the rest of your life hoping for some word, some kind of answer. At worst, you are visited by the same officials who broke your heart the first time, and who have come to tell you that your second son was executed as a traitor to his country.”
From where I sat, I could see Alessandro’s face in profile. His strong jaw, the slope of his nose, the black-and-gray hair that held a hint of a curl. “It must have been awful for them,” I murmured. “To lose both of their children at the same time like that . . .”
Orlando licked his lips, his voice a dry rattle. “I didn’t think . . . I didn’t know.”
Dante kept tracing my name, a hint of gold peeking out from the cuff of his sleeve as he moved his hand over my leg. “When I came back, I knew I wanted to have our family together again. Even if it was only for one day. Even if it’s only to say good-bye. I owe them that much, at least.”
We were all quiet for a moment, each of us lost in our own thoughts.
I couldn’t help but think that with time bleeding out of Dante, his good-bye to his family might be a literal one. I stopped that train of thought; we would find a way to fix what was broken.
I leaned my head against Dante’s shoulder, shifting as the wagon hit a particularly bumpy patch of road. The wind blew bitter cold, and I pulled my cloak tighter around my shoulders.
“Oh, yes, I know lots of stories,” Valerie said to Alessandro, her cheerful voice sounding loud in the brief lull of our own conversation. “Do you want me to tell you one about a pirate?”
“I suppose your parents must be worried about you, Abby,” Orlando commented. “I mean, if they know where you are.”
I half laughed. “I’m more worried about my parents right now than they are about me.”
“Why is that?”
“Do you remember how we saw the river fraying? Different streams branching off in different directions?”
Orlando nodded.
“Well, long story short, my parents are trapped in one of those loose threads. The river is dangerously unstable and unless we do something—and soon—my whole family will be lost in time.”
“We’ll find them, Abby,” Dante said. “We’ll bring them back.”
“I hope so,” I murmured, thinking back to the ghostly visions of my family I’d seen on the bank. I didn’t want that to be the last image I would ever see of them. “Dad hated being lost,” I said, my mind drifting back over a lifetime of memories. “But he would never ask for directions. Made my mom crazy. I remember the summer we took a family vacation to the Grand Canyon when I was thirteen. You’d think it would be easy to find. I mean, it’s only a huge canyon in the middle of the desert, right? But we drove in circles for a whole day before Mom insisted that we stop and ask someone where we were supposed to go.” I laughed a little at the memory. “Everyone was so mad. Mom and Dad were mad about being lost, and Hannah was mad because she’d finished her book hours before and hadn’t thought to bring an extra.”
“What about you?” Dante asked. “Were you mad?”
“Me?” I grinned. “I was furious. All the driving around made me sick, Hannah kept poking me every three seconds out of boredom, and Mom and Dad alternated between yelling at each other and giving each other the silent treatment. It was the best vacation we ever had.”
“Wait—it was the best vacation?” Dante asked.
I laughed and nodded. “We finally stopped for directions at the cutest little bed-and-breakfast, and we decided to stay there for the night. It was a good thing we did because a huge storm rolled in the next day and we spent the whole weekend together, playing games and talking and laughing. We never did visit the Grand Canyon. But, yes, it was the best vacation ever.”
“Sounds like it,” Dante said with a smile in his voice.
“I hope you are able to find your family,” Orlando said. “And if I can help—”
Alessandro pulled on the horse’s reins and the wagon jolted to a stop.
Dante twisted around, his hands gripping the side of the wagon. “We’re here,” he said even though he couldn’t see the landscape or the house. A smile lit up his entire face. “We’re home.”
Valerie hopped down from the wagon without any help. She bounced on her toes, whispering to herself, “There’s no place like home,” over and over like it was an incantation.
Orlando slid out of the back of the wagon and extended his hand to help Dante and me down. I dusted the dirt from my cloak and took my first look at where Dante had grown up.
The house was beautiful. A long walkway lined with winter-brown hedges led to a front porch of a multilevel villa framed with elegant pillars. A small flight of stairs led up to the door. Windows lined the front of the house. Terraces and gables and gardens all created a beautiful balance of symmetry and structure.
The front door opened and a woman stood in the doorway, her hand raised to shade her eyes from the light.
“Caterina, love,” Alessandro called out. “Look who I have found!”
He reached out and slung his arms over his boys’ shoulders, pulling them close to his sides. His grin split his face.
Caterina’s body stiffened. Her hands flew to her mouth. Her eyes opened wide in surprise. Then she rushed outside, down the stairs, her arms outstretched in welcome. Her dark hair frayed out the sides of her bun. The ends of her shawl trailed behind her like wings.
“My boys,” she cried, tears streaking down her face. “Oh, my boys are home!”
• • •
Caterina ushered us into the house immediately. She fussed and fluttered about her family: she touched Orlando on the arm, commenting on his obvious strength; she ruffled Dante’s hair like he was still a little boy, frowning at the bandage across his eyes; she kissed Alessandro on the cheek. Through it all, she kept up a constant chatter of welcome.
Clearly, this was her domain, and she was the reigning queen.
Dante made the introductions, glossing over some of the more complicated details, and answered her expected questions with his well-rehearsed answers. Yes, he was injured. Yes, he would be fine. Yes, he was happy to be home. No, he wasn’t sure how long they could stay.
I smiled, basking in the outpouring of love that filled the elegant home.
Valerie and I hung back a little, unwilling to intrude too far into the reunion without an invitation.
It wasn’t long, though, before Caterina turned her formidable attention to us. She hovered and bustled around us, making sure we were warm, fed, and comfortable. The perfect hostess, she asked just the right number of questions to keep us talking, allowing us to tell the details of our story at our own pace, and not passing judgment on our words or our silence.
I tried to be careful with how much I said, but it was hard not to open up to Dante’s mother and tell her everything. There was something about her personality that made me want to trust her. I could sense a strength in her that told me she could handle whatever might come her way, no matter how strange it might seem.
She didn’t seem bothered by the fact that we were wearing the wrong clothes or that our answers were sometimes on the sketchy side. Her happiness at having her family home spread over us like a heavy blanket, covering and hiding any oddities that might have been out of place.
I was more than happy to surrender to her will. I felt like I had been running from one disaster to the next, and it was nice to let someone else be in charge for a while. Somehow, being under a mother’s protective wing—even if she wasn’t my mother—made me feel warm and cared for. I felt safe for the first time in a long time.
Even Valerie seemed at peace. She soaked up Caterina’s calming influence, a quiet expression on her face and her behavior surprisingly docile and polite. I didn’t know if it was the presence of a strong mother figure or something else, but Valerie seemed more like her old self when Caterina was around.
Eventually, Caterina announced that it was time for dinner, and by then it seemed only natural for us to join her in the back room of the house to change and freshen up.
The low murmur of men’s voices followed us out, and I glanced over my shoulder. Alessandro dozed by the fireplace, but Dante and Orlando were deep in conversation. I hoped that Dante would have a chance to tell his brother about the repercussions we were facing from the broken locket. I didn’t know if there was anything Orlando could do to help, but I knew that giving him all the information we had couldn’t hurt.
The guest room was small, but clean and cozy. A bed filled most of the space, with a washbasin and a mirror placed on a small table. Two chairs waited by the window.
In short order, Caterina helped us wash hands, hair, and faces and settled us both into chairs.
Valerie looked at herself in the mirror and frowned. She tugged at her hair as though trying to even it out.
“Would you like me to help?” Caterina asked gently.
Valerie nodded, suddenly shy.
Caterina ran a brush through Valerie’s hair, carefully working out the knots and snarls. She hummed a soft lullaby tune as she worked, her face relaxed and happy.
And why shouldn’t she be? Her family was home and whole.
I used my fingers to comb through my own hair. I felt a pang of something that felt a little like envy and a lot like longing. As wonderful as it was to be safe in Dante’s home, surrounded by people who treated me like family, I still wished I could be with my family. Thinking about the vacation we had taken had been both good and bad. It was good to think of the past, but bad because I missed Dad’s laugh, the sound of Mom’s voice; I even missed Hannah’s moods.
But Dante had promised we would restore my family, and I trusted him.
Tucking my thoughts back into a corner of my mind, I focused my attention on Caterina.
She was what I’d always imagined when I thought of a lady. Regal and graceful. Her face reflected a life spent with hard work, but also still held the traces of her youthful beauty. She had unpinned her bun, and her long black hair showed hints of gray. She was a woman who knew who she was and how she had gotten there.
“You have pretty hands,” Valerie said as Caterina worked, smoothing out Valerie’s hair. “I bet you’ve done a lot with those hands.”
“Thank you,” Caterina said. “And, yes, I have. I love to sew and cook and paint. Most importantly, though, I’ve raised two boys with them.”
“What was he like?” I asked. “Dante. When he was a child, I mean.”
Caterina smiled as only a mother could. “Oh, he was a curious child. He wanted to know everything about everything. And he had so much energy. He would finish a task in half the time I thought it would take.” She picked up a dark ribbon from the table. “But he was also careful and precise. He could be quiet and still for hours on end if he needed to be.”
“He hasn’t changed much, then,” I said, reflecting on how Dante had managed to find his balance between action and thought. I remembered that Leo had called Dante a dreamer. It was still the best description I could think of for him.
“I’m not surprised,” Caterina said. “Dante was a boy who always knew exactly what he wanted out of life, and he was determined to get it.” She tilted a look in my direction, a half question in her eyes but a certain smile on her lips.
Was she implying what I thought she was? Without meaning to, I glanced toward the door that led into the main room. I could hear Dante’s voice—not his exact words—but the rhythm was familiar and instantly recognizable to me.
Dante had once told me that even when we were apart, he could always point to me; he always knew. And I realized I knew that about him as well. It was as if an invisible chain connected us, a link that let me know exactly where he was.
“There,” Caterina said, tying the ribbon in Valerie’s hair. “What do you think?” She handed a small mirror to Valerie and stepped back.
Valerie turned her head one way, then the other, patting the shape of her hair with the flat of her hand. “Good. Now we can go shopping.”
She hopped up from her chair and made a beeline for the narrow cupboard standing in the corner. Throwing open the door, she flipped through the clothes as intently as if she were at the mall.
“Here. Let me help you,” Caterina said, following in Valerie’s wake. She deftly reached past Valerie’s shoulder and withdrew three dresses that she then laid out on the bed.
“These are beautiful,” I said. “Did you make them?”
Caterina nodded. “I find sewing relaxing. And there is a certain satisfaction in seeing something you designed and created come to life.”
I smiled. I understood why Dante’s love of art and his creative skill were so healthy and alive; his mother had the same fire in her.
“Oh, I like the green one,” Valerie said, scooping up the heavy fabric and clutching it to her chest. She looked across the room to me. “Dress shopping with you is always an adventure.”
I blinked in surprise. I hadn’t thought Valerie remembered that long-ago shopping trip we’d made with Natalie, but her eyes were steady and clear. Maybe she really was getting better. I hoped so.
Caterina nodded. “That one will look lovely on you.” She turned to me. “Abigail, which one do you like?”
I looked back at the remaining dresses, but it wasn’t even a choice. I stepped forward and touched the warm golden-brown dress with a gentle hand. “This is beautiful.” The bodice had a white lace overlay, and the buttons down the back looked like pearls. A strip of gold ribbon lined the round neckline.
Caterina measured me with smiling eyes. “Yes, I think that one will be a perfect fit. You can change behind there.” She nodded toward a folded wooden screen painted top to bottom with a beautiful landscape of flowers and a sky full of birds. “I’ll help your friend.”
I lifted the dress from the bed and slipped behind the partition, noticing that the artwork continued all the way around to the back. The lush greens of the landscape scene were soothing while the bright reds and yellows of the flowers popped like living blossoms. Birds darted and swooped from tree to tree, caught in midflight.
“This is a lovely screen,” I said as I kicked off my shoes. Before I took my heavy cloak off, though, I carefully collected the pieces of the locket from the inside pocket. I couldn’t leave the locket behind, but I didn’t know where I could keep it. I couldn’t wear it around my neck anymore, and Caterina’s dress didn’t have any pockets.
“It is, isn’t it?” Caterina agreed. “Dante painted it for me before he left for his apprenticeship with da Vinci.”
I paused. Of course. How had I not recognized his work immediately? He had a way of infusing life into his art. A vibrancy that lifted my spirits.
“Have you seen his work before?” Caterina asked.
I looked down at the locket in my hand. “Yes,” I managed, my voice trembling. “I’ve seen quite a bit of it, actually.”
Quickly, I ripped off a small piece of cloth from the cloak and wrapped it tightly around the locket so the broken pieces wouldn’t move around. Then I slipped the packet inside my bra, close to my heart. I pulled my shirt up and over my head. Goose bumps rose up on my exposed skin; I missed the convenience of central heat.
“Abby knows all about Dante’s work,” Valerie chimed in. “He is very talented. And he is planning to make something special just for her.”
“He is?” Caterina asked, intrigued.
I wondered the same thing. How could Dante make anything with his sight gone?
“But he doesn’t know what it is yet. It’s still a secret,” Valerie continued.
“Oh, I see,” Caterina said. “But if so, then how do you know about it?”
Valerie’s voice took on a proud confidence. “I know everyone’s secrets. Even the ones the Pirate King doesn’t know I know.”
I didn’t like the sound of that. Valerie might be getting better, but she wasn’t there yet. Quickly pulling on the dress, I stepped around the screen, hoping to redirect the conversation before it went any further.
Valerie looked up at me, her mouth opening in honest surprise. “Oh, Abby,” she breathed. “You look beautiful.”
Caterina fairly beamed, and, to my surprise, tears welled up in her eyes. “Yes, I agree. It looks wonderful on you.”
I smoothed my hands down the front of the skirt, suddenly self-conscious. The dress fit better than I’d expected, a little tight around the waist, and a little short in the sleeves and the hem—I was slightly taller than Caterina—but the fabric was lush and lovely.
Caterina walked to my side, a faraway look softening her already expressive face and bold features. She ran her fingertips down the embroidered sleeve. “I was wearing this dress when I met Alessandro for the first time. He was so young and handsome. I knew I would marry him the moment I saw him.”
“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know—I can wear something else.” I turned back to the screen, intending to change back into my clothes.
“No, no, please. It’s all right.”
“Are you sure?”
She nodded. “I’ve seen how you and Dante are together—even during this short time tonight. And a mother knows.” She took my hand in hers. “Dante is a good man, and all I’ve ever wanted was for him to find happiness. Which is why I’m so glad that he found you. I hope he never lets you go.”



Chapter 18
I felt a little silly wearing my sneakers underneath such a beautiful dress, but Caterina’s shoes fit Valerie, not me. Besides, she needed them more than I did.
Valerie looked more like herself once she had taken off Alessandro’s cloak and changed out of her hospital sweats and bathrobe and into Caterina’s green dress. Though the gown hung loosely on her thin frame, the color went perfectly with her dark hair and blue eyes.
When we entered the room, my eyes immediately went to Dante. He was alone by the fireplace, holding his hands out to warm his palms against the rising heat. He lifted his head and turned toward me.
I knew he could see me, but I still wasn’t prepared for his reaction.
He walked directly to me, took me in his arms, and kissed me, right there in front of his parents and Valerie.
Surprised, I didn’t know what else to do but kiss him back. I could feel his lips trembling against mine, and I wondered at his sudden rush of emotion.
Valerie gasped and clapped her hands. “Oh, they make the cutest couple.”
“That they do,” Caterina said.
“Reminds me of us, when we were young,” Alessandro said, sweeping his arm around his wife and kissing her cheek.
“Are you saying I’m not young anymore?” Caterina teased. “Perhaps now that I’m an old lady, you won’t love me like you used to.”
“Impossible,” Alessandro declared. “I will love you forever.”
Dante broke off the kiss and touched his forehead to mine. “Forever,” he echoed. “Forever and always.”
The door swung open and I saw Orlando come inside, his arms full of chopped wood. He stopped at the scene in front of him, but only for a moment. Then he headed for the fireplace and dropped the logs in the bin on the hearth. When he passed me and Dante, still in our embrace, he averted his eyes. His face was red, but I didn’t know if it was from the cold or from chopping wood—or from something else.
“Oh, thank you, Orlando,” Caterina said, untangling herself from her husband’s arms.
“You’re welcome, Mother,” he said, a peculiar strain in his voice. “I’m happy to help.”
She looked at him with thoughtful eyes. “May I speak with you for a moment?”
Orlando brushed the wood dust from his hands and obediently went to his mother’s side.
“In private?” she added, drawing him behind her as she headed toward the back of the house.
I took Dante’s hand and pulled him to the corner of the room.
“Why did you kiss me like that?” I demanded.
A breath escaped along with a laugh. “Do I need a reason?”
“You didn’t even hesitate. And everyone saw us.” I said the second part in a low voice.
“I kissed you to make sure you were real. And to make sure my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me.”
“Are your eyes getting better?” I asked, feeling a spark of hope.
He shook his head. “You are still all I can see.” A small smile crossed his lips. “But you are enough. And you are just as beautiful today as you were the first time I saw you.” Dante ran his hand down my arm. “When I saw you standing at the dungeon door, I knew what hope looked like. And when I saw you today, I knew what my future looked like. You have always brought me joy, Abby. And you always will. All the way to the end of time.” He stifled a cough, turning his head to keep his pain private.
But I heard the rattle when he caught his breath, and it made me shiver. If we didn’t do something, and soon, the end of Dante’s time might be sooner rather than later.
He winced and pressed his hand to his chest, a grim expression on his face.
“We have to find a way to get you better,” I said. “Let me go to the dungeon. You’re already there, aren’t you? The other you, I mean. Maybe if we close the loop early, it will help. Or give us the time we need to focus on finding a way to patch your heart.” I was ready to have the loop be closed. I wanted to protect the river, save Dante and my family, and finally, finally, put all this behind us.
“It’s not that simple.”
I sighed. “Why not?”
“Seeing you in that exact moment at the dungeon was what gave me the strength to endure the rest of my time in prison. It’s the key to everything. Yes, it’s almost time, but missing that exact moment—by being either too early or too late—would be catastrophic. I don’t dare risk it. No, events must unfold in the correct order and at the correct time or else the loop won’t be closed—or stay closed.”
A pang shot through my heart. I was so focused on simply being at the dungeon for Dante, I’d forgotten that that moment had happened in the middle of his imprisonment. Even after he had seen me, he had waited and suffered for days and weeks on end before he was released—only to be sent through the door into a different kind of prison.
“But I want to help,” I said.
“I know. And you are. And when the time comes for you to go to the dungeon, you will help even more. Believe me.”
I looked up as a sudden, terrible thought occurred to me. “But I can’t go to the dungeon—at least, not directly.”
“Why not?”
“When Orlando and I escaped from the courthouse, the guards came looking for us. I suspect they are still looking for us—for me. I can’t simply walk into the courthouse, can I? What if someone recognizes me?” I bit my lip, thinking hard. “Can you take me there? Isn’t it possible for you to take me to the bank and then, from there, directly to the dungeon? We could go together.”
Dante thought for a moment. “Yes, that might be possible,” he said slowly. “But it’s a dangerous plan.”
“Why? I only have to be at the dungeon long enough for you to see me, and then we could come right back.” My hope was renewed. This was a good plan. A quick strike, in and out, and everything would be fixed.
“It’s not me seeing you that I’m worried about. It’s me seeing me.” He shook his head at the complexity of the idea. “There are two of me in the river right now—the me in the dungeon and the me standing here—and if we were to see each other, the paradox of the two of us being in the same place at the same time could destroy the river entirely. The barriers are already so fragile, the river is already so unstable, I don’t want to risk any further damage.”
“There are two of Zo,” I pointed out. My hope suddenly reversed to worry. “Can he use his other half to destroy the river?”
Dante frowned. “I doubt that would be his first choice.”
“He’s already tried several things and failed. If he thinks this is his last option . . .”
“The danger is not only to the river,” Dante said. “Seeing our other self is dangerous to us personally. Zo may be many things, but he’s not suicidal. He’ll not risk his own life or sanity if there is any other way. And since he is already wounded, I suspect that his interest in destroying the river has been set aside in favor of his interest in saving himself.”
“What if he sees his other self by accident?”
“I think that would be unlikely. I can feel the other me—the me still in prison—like a constant buzz in the back of my head. He is an echo I can’t ignore. It seems to get louder the closer I get to him.” His smile tightened to steel. “I’m sure Zo is feeling the same thing with his other half. Trust me. Neither one of us will run into our other self by accident—or on purpose.”
I sighed. “I wish I were a Master of Time. Then I could take myself to the dungeon without putting anyone else at risk.” I had said it as a half joke, but then I stopped. My smile turned into a grin. “That’s it! That’s what we should do.” My words tumbled out in a rush. “I’ve been through the door once already. All I’d have to do is go back through and I could be a Master of Time too. And if Valerie and Orlando came with me, then together the four of us could stop Zo and save the river and help you and—” I stopped as Dante touched his finger to my lips, quelling my excitement. “What?” I asked. “It’s a good plan.”
“Becoming a Master of Time might not be that easy.”
“Why not? It was for you.”
“Nothing about the time machine is easy,” Dante said, a shadow behind his words. “I could only return through the door a second time because you summoned the other half of the hourglass door on the bank as well as the bridge to get there. Zo, Tony, V, Leo, me—we had all been to the bank countless times and the door had never appeared for any of us. It wasn’t until I took you to the bank—and you brought some of the river with you—that the door appeared.”
My shoulders slumped in defeat. “And you think the same thing will have to happen for me? Someone else will have to come to the bank—someone straight from the river like I did—in order for the other half of my door to appear?”
Dante didn’t answer, but he didn’t have to.
“I’m not going to be a Master of Time like you are, am I?” I asked quietly, all my earlier feelings of hope vanishing for good. “I can’t be, because who will come to the bank and open the door for me? Who could I ask to risk their life or their sanity to even try?” My voice sounded impossibly small. “Who is going to save me?”
Dante wrapped his arms around me, holding me close. “I will,” he said. “I will find a way. I promise.”
But as I listened to his heart beating in his chest, I imagined I could hear the soft sound of time sliding away, as swiftly as sand through an hourglass.
• • •
Later that evening, after we had eaten dinner and Alessandro and Caterina had retired for the night, I stood by the window with Dante, watching the moon rise in the sky. The pale light touched the gray-green winter grass, caught in the barren trees that spread their thin branches into the sky, and blanketed the villas scattered across the landscape.
Dante had once told me that what he missed most about his former life had been the quiet. Now I understood what he meant. The silence of the night was warm and comforting, like the silence of a heavy snowfall.
I only wished my thoughts were as silent or as comforting. Dante seemed confident that we would find an answer to the problem of the broken locket, but I wasn’t so sure. No matter how many different ways I looked at it, I couldn’t see a solution. I reminded myself that at least Zo was suffering from the same problem, though the thought was a small comfort.
Dante sighed, and I peeked a glance at him. The moonlight highlighted the angles of his cheekbones, casting shadows beneath his bandaged eyes. He looked worn out. Worn down. I realized it had been a long time since I’d seen him look so tired.
He ran a hand through his hair and slumped against the wall next to the window.
“Are you okay?” I asked, instantly worried that perhaps his eyes were bothering him or, worse, the wound in his heart was deteriorating.
“I’ll be all right,” he said.
“Something on your mind?”
He shook his head. “It’s strange. Being back here. So much has happened since I last stood here in my family’s home—and yet, in some ways, I feel like nothing has really changed. Except me.” He rubbed at his wrists absently as though he could strip away the gold chains.
I took his hand in mine to stop his restless activity. Gratitude flashed in his smile and he pulled me closer, allowing me to lean against his chest.
He sighed, his voice low and weary. “I remember everything about this place. This is my home. This is where I was born. I never thought I would be here again, experiencing it, feeling it, and there is a part of me that never wants to let it go.” He drew in a deep breath. “I am so grateful for this chance to be here—even for such a short time—but I know I don’t belong here anymore. As much as I want to stay with my family, I know that all this”—he gestured out the window and then at the room around us—“is gone. More than five hundred years gone.” He looked away. “And knowing my family is alive and vibrant—hearing my father’s voice, my mother’s laugh—it almost makes it worse. I feel like I’m trespassing in someone else’s dream.”
“It’s not a dream,” I said. “We’re really here.”
“But for how long? As soon as we leave, the river will wash over this part of the past without even leaving behind a ripple. And everything here—my home, my family, everything—will vanish. Swallowed up as if they had never been.”
I frowned and stepped back. “That’s not true. They were here. They existed, and they matter. What we’re doing here—trying to protect the river—is as much to help us and our families as it is to help everyone. Your neighbors, the priests at the cathedral, all those people who don’t even know they are in danger. Yes, the river will wash them away—it will wash all of us away eventually—but until it does, we can’t live our lives obsessing about the past or mourning the future. We have a responsibility to ourselves and to each other to live every moment of our lives the best we can.”
Dante was quiet for a long moment.
I blushed. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said all that.”
“No, I’m glad you did. You’re right. I’ve been so worried about the river, about Zo, about keeping the timeline stable that I’ve forgotten the importance of the here and now.” He brushed my hair behind my ear, his thumb sweeping across my cheek. “And being with you here and now is the best moment I could imagine.”
I turned my face into his touch.
“Except every moment I spend with you is better than the one before it,” he said. He pulled me back into his arms, and I nestled close against his chest, my body fitting perfectly next to his, finally feeling at peace. Feeling like I was home.



Chapter 19
No, I told you, the rook can only move in a straight line—” Dante tried again.
Dante had spent the last hour trying to explain to Valerie how to play chess, but she seemed to be more interested in making up stories about the war between the knights and the pawns or about how the king and queen met than learning the strategy of the game.
“That doesn’t make any sense. Castles can’t move.” Valerie picked up the black rook. “And where is the princess? Usually castles have princesses inside.”
“Abby?” Orlando’s low voice startled me from where I stood by the window.
“Yes?”
“Would you mind taking a walk with me?”
“Now?” I gestured out the window. “It’s a little late.”
A serious expression settled over Orlando’s face. “It will only take a moment.” He pressed his lips together and glanced toward Dante and Valerie. “Please. It’s important I speak to you in private.”
“Of course,” I said slowly, wondering what conversation would be important enough to warrant a midnight walk in the winter wind. But I trusted Orlando, and if he said it was important, I believed him. “Dante?” I called out. “Orlando and I are going out for some fresh air.”
“Bring me back some,” Valerie called back. “Have fun, be safe, don’t take any wooden nickels.”
Dante stood up from the chessboard. “Is everything all right?”
I nodded.
“We’ll be right back,” Orlando said. “I promise.”
He swept his father’s coat around my shoulders and then held the door open for me as we stepped out into the chilly winter night.
The cold hit me like a fist and I exhaled a cloud of steam.
“Are you warm enough?” he asked.
Shivering, I nodded. “I will be. What about you?” Orlando had changed into a clean shirt and dark jacket, but neither one looked particularly warm. “The wind is a bit brisk,” I added.
“It usually is this time of year.” As if to prove his point, a cold breeze swept his words away on a puff of misty air. He gestured for me to follow him along the path toward a manicured garden that spread out behind the house. The moonlight lit the world with a pale glow, as if everything had been coated in ice. It was breathtakingly beautiful. Cold, but beautiful.
“I’m sorry you ended up here during the winter. Spring is much better. All the flowers are in bloom then, and the whole world looks fresh and green.”
“It sounds lovely,” I said, leaning into the wind as we rounded the corner of the garden. A trickle of rocks turned underfoot and I was suddenly glad I had kept my sneakers.
We climbed a small hill. When we reached the top, Orlando stood for a moment, looking out over the small hedge maze that stretched below us; the branches along the path were brown and brittle. The wind rustled through the empty garden, but Orlando seemed immune to the cold.
“You didn’t bring me out here to talk about the weather, did you?”
He shook his head, and his shoulders curved inward. He picked at the hem of his shirt with restless fingers. After a long moment, he asked, “How does my story end?”
“What?”
He turned around, his face bleak. “My story. The story of Orlando. What happens next?”
I bit my lip. “You shouldn’t ask me that.”
“But you know what happens. You’ve lived it.”
Shaking my head, I felt my heart sink. “That’s not how it works. The rules say you shouldn’t know your own future.”
“Why not?”
I knew the answer; Leo had told me the same truth in another time. “Knowing what the future holds for you could influence your decisions and your choices; it could change your life irrevocably.”
“What if I want it to change?” he asked quietly.
“You can’t change your past—”
“You are. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? To change the past?”
I pressed my lips together and exhaled through my nose in twin plumes of cold air. “That’s not exactly true. What I need to do here isn’t changing the past so much as making sure time stays on the right course. If I fail, then, yes, things will change—but not in a good way.”
“And my future? Can I change that?”
I opened my mouth with an automatic answer, but then paused. If I closed the loop as I was supposed to, then the future would unspool out as it had once before. And that meant Orlando would see more than five hundred years of the world pass by until he would be transformed into Leo and would open a place called the Dungeon where one equally cold January night the band Zero Hour would play a song that would change my life.
I knew that once the loop was closed, what had happened once would happen again—the good and the bad—all the way up to the point when I entered the time machine door. But once we returned home and the river was stable and whole, well . . . what happened after that was unknown. That was part of why I had come here: to protect the uncertainty of the future. To keep all our lives full of possibilities.
But Dante had already started to change things by finding his brother, by returning to his parents’ home. Maybe events were already in motion that would result in an unimagined future. Maybe Orlando could be set free from his destiny as Leo.
In my heart, I knew the answer to Orlando’s question, so I gave him the truth he deserved to hear, the truth I chose to believe. “Yes,” I said. “You can always choose to change your future.”
Orlando held my eyes with his for a long time. The wind ruffled his dark hair and bit at his cheeks until they turned red. A mournful howl followed in the wind’s wake; I wondered if a storm was coming.
I pulled Alessandro’s coat tighter around my throat, waiting, but for what, I didn’t know.
Orlando remained as still as a statue. “I was positive I was going to die on the bank. I wasn’t sure I even wanted to live if it meant I would have to face such desolation alone. And then I saw you come through the door, and you brought with you so much light and life.” Orlando spoke haltingly, each word limping along after the next. “When I saw you, I thought . . .” He shook his head and looked down. The moonlight turned his blue eyes to gray. “I thought I might have a future after all. I thought I might find some happiness somehow—even after everything that had happened. But then I saw you with him—how you were with him at the shop, in the wagon, here at the house—and that’s not how my story is going to end, is it? It will be you and Dante . . . not you and me.”
Understanding cut through me and left me feeling breathless and bleeding. A memory surfaced: Leo sitting in my living room, explaining to me about the rules that would keep me safe. His voice rang in my mind through the long distance of years: The story for you is more complicated. It begins the same way—young lovers taking a midnight trip to a park—but the ending is very different.
Orlando and I weren’t lovers—at least, not with each other—and the park was a simple, sculpted garden maze, but Leo had told me the truth then, as he always had. This was a complicated story. And the ending to the story of Abby and Orlando would be very different from the ending to the story of Abby and Dante. There was no way around it.
I wondered how I had missed seeing the truth of how Orlando felt. Perhaps I was as blind as Dante was, but in my own way.
“I’m sorry,” I said, feeling my insides freeze solid until they felt colder than the wind blowing around me. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. It’s just—”
Orlando reached out to touch me, but at the last minute he let his hand drop. “I know. I don’t think you could hurt anyone even if you wanted to. That’s not who you are. I just needed to know the truth.” He looked up at the star-speckled night sky and swallowed. “You love who you love. I understand that. And a powerful love can shape your whole life. What you share with Dante . . . it’s powerful. It’s worth protecting.”
“Orlando—” I started forward, reaching for his elbow, but he pulled away before I could touch him.
“Dante told me about the locket. I don’t pretend to understand everything he said, but I know that if he is going to survive, he needs you. He is my brother, and I love him, so I will do whatever I can to help. Even if it means choosing a different future for myself than I might have wished.”
I couldn’t speak. All my words had vanished into the night.
“I’d rather he didn’t know about . . .” He gestured eloquently from himself to me, somehow managing to encompass the hill, the garden, the entire world around us. “Please. It would only hurt him.”
Still reeling from his declaration, I tried to process what it all meant and what it might change, if anything. But whatever happened, I knew I would honor Orlando’s wishes; I wouldn’t tell Dante about our conversation. As Leo had once told me, it was not my place to tell another person’s secrets.
“I don’t want you to be hurt either,” I said quietly. “Orlando, you are as much a part of my life as Dante is, but in a different way. And you will always have a place in my heart, I can promise you that.”
“I thought I wasn’t supposed to know what waited for me in my future,” he said ruefully, “or how my story was going to end.”
I shook my head. “Trust me when I say that your story is a long way from being over.”
A sudden flood of light poured from the house as the door swung open.
“Abby!” Valerie ran toward us, waving her hands in the air. “Abby! Come quick! Something’s happened to Dante!”



Chapter 20
Orlando beat me back to the house, but only by a step. He thundered into the main room and rushed straight to Dante’s side.
Dante had collapsed, sprawled facedown on the floor. In his fist was the crumpled cloth of the bandage.
I grabbed Valerie by the arm. “What happened?”
She covered her mouth with her hands and shook her head.
“Valerie, talk to me. Tell me what happened!”
Orlando rolled Dante onto his back. His face was ashen, covered with the dried poultice his father had applied to his eyes. A dark red streak of blood dripped from Dante’s nose.
“Dante!” he called. “Can you hear me? Wake up.” Orlando listened to his chest, checking for any other wounds before wiping away the blood from his brother’s face.
I let go of Valerie and fell to my knees on the floor next to Orlando. I grabbed Dante’s hand, horrified to feel how limp it was in my own.
My heart pounded in my chest, echoing in my ears, throbbing in my wrists. The edges of my vision turned fuzzy. I sucked down a deep breath, hoping it would help steady me.
“I don’t know what happened,” Valerie said in a rush. “We were talking about how pawns are really queens in disguise, and then he clutched his head like it hurt and then he ripped his bandage away and then he fell to the floor.” She bounced on her toes with restless anxiety.
“Was it Zo?” I asked, pinning her in place with the intensity of my gaze. “Was Zo here?” This reminded me too much of when Zo had broken the locket the first time. I wondered in a rush if Zo had somehow managed to keep part of the locket and had attacked Dante from a distance. I pressed my hand tight to my chest, feeling the weight of the locket against my heart. No, I still had it. It was still safe.
But Dante was in danger.
“No.” Valerie gnawed at her fingernails, her eyes blurry with tears. “There was no one here but us.” She looked at Orlando. “He’s going to be okay, right? He has to be okay. There are too many stories that need him.”
“I don’t know,” Orlando said grimly, meeting my eyes over Dante’s body.
I rubbed my thumb over the back of Dante’s hand. I could feel his heartbeat through his wrist, faint and achingly slow. His breathing was shallow, the air raw and rattling in his throat. Sweat soaked through his clothes. I could see the knots in his muscles as his body tensed and twisted in pain.
“What can we do?” Orlando asked me in a low voice. “Whatever is happening—can we stop it?”
“I don’t know, but we have to try,” I said.
“Tell me what you want me to do.” Orlando squared his shoulders, a soldier ready for battle orders.
But I didn’t know what to say. What would help? What would hurt? Was there even anything I could do that would make a difference?
The wound in Dante’s heart was bleeding out time.
But I knew a way to stop time. At least a small part of it. I had built a shell of time that had trapped Zo and stopped him in his tracks. Maybe I could build a smaller shell that could do the same for Dante by protecting his heart and stopping the unchecked flow of time.
I just hoped it wouldn’t also stop his heart.
A spasm contorted Dante’s body, pulling a guttural groan from his throat.
A hard resolve wrapped itself around my spine. My doubts didn’t matter. The time for hesitation was over; it was time to act. I had to do something, or I knew I would lose Dante forever.
“Stay with him,” I told Orlando, pushing myself to my feet.
“Where are you going?”
“To the bank.”
“Wait—”
But I didn’t.
In an instant the world disappeared around me, and I was standing in a barren wasteland. I caught my breath, feeling the familiar release of pressure in my body that signaled I had transitioned to the bank. My trips had never been that fast before, that automatic.
The bank was untouched: still flat, still empty from horizon to horizon.
But the river was boiling in turmoil.
The unspooling of the river Orlando and I had seen before was even worse. The thin streams of the broken river had grown into thicker branches, snaking out in all directions from the main flow. The once silver-white waves of the river had shadowed to gray, though a few were as sharp and black as shark fins.
I tried to block out the terrible sight and concentrated instead on listening for the music of time that I had heard before when I had summoned the shell of time that had trapped Zo.
There. The chimes were faint, muffled, and on the verge of dissonance, but they were there, and the language that lived in the echoes sounded clearer to me than ever before. If I focused, I could hear the shape of the words as they formed and reformed, flowing in a seamless stream of sound and meaning.
I remembered how Dante said he thought I had been given the gift of languages. I had thought he meant my ability to speak and understand Italian, but maybe it was more than that. Maybe I could also speak the language of the river. Of time itself.
The chimes shivered around me, and I recognized in their melody the unmistakable sound of truth.
I smiled, filled with a renewed confidence and strength. If this was my gift, my power, then I would choose to use it to help those I loved.
I remembered the strange half-word, half-chime sound I had spoken to summon the shell for Zo. I needed something similar for Dante, but I didn’t want something to trap or to hurt, but something to bind up and bandage.
Striving to find that balance of stillness inside of me, I listened to all the variations of the music as it flowed above the churning of the river, picking out exactly the tones I wanted in order to create the word I needed. Protect. Save. Return. Heal.
Exactly. I spoke the chord of meaning and felt a sudden rush of light flood through me. At the same time, a drop of light lifted from the river, hovering like a star above the silver-gray thread of time.
I reached out and touched the edge of the star. The light responded, echoing back to me the music I had used to create it.
I stepped forward into the river and directly back to Dante’s side. The quick trip left me feeling unbalanced, my blood buzzing from the soles of my feet all the way to the top of my head. My ears still rang with the echoes of unspoken time.
But it had worked. I had returned with the drop of light in my hand. I could feel the power of it throbbing like a beating heart.
“It’s beautiful,” Valerie sighed in wonder.
Orlando looked up at me, his mouth opening in amazement. “It’s impossible.”
I knelt by Dante’s side and placed my hand on his forehead. The light flowed from my hand directly into Dante. A glow seemed to flicker beneath his skin, burning with a bright light as it traveled down from his head, spreading across his chest, over his arms, and down his legs.
A ripple of pain shuddered through Dante’s body, turning his muscles rigid. His breath caught, his chest lifting as his back arched off the floor. His face twisted, hard lines of pain etching grooves on either side of his mouth.
“What did you do?” Orlando demanded.
“Wait!” I ordered, my eyes still fixed on Dante. “Look.”
The light seemed to burn the brightest across the scar that had blinded Dante. As we watched, the jagged edges of the wound smoothed out. The skin around his eyes faded from an angry blood-red hue to a softer pink. The length of the wound began to shrink, the thinnest ends knitting together tightly.
Within moments, the slash across his eyes had shrunk to half its original size, reduced to a sharp, thin line where it had once been a wide, ragged gash.
The light flared one more time. I winced at the brightness and looked away. When I looked back, the light was gone. But so was the scar. The last inch of the wound that had cut through Dante’s skin had closed.
Dante’s body relaxed in an instant, his muscles turning slack and his breath slipping out in one long, slow exhalation.
Orlando and I both instinctively moved back, giving him the space he needed. Valerie hovered around us, a nervous bird too unsettled to land.
In the silence that followed, Dante’s eyes opened.
The gray film that had clouded over his vision had vanished. His eyes were clear and bright.
I saw him see me—really see me—and my heart threatened to stop.
He blinked slowly, as though waking up from a hard sleep. “Abby?” My name sounded dusty in his mouth. “Is that you?”
I leaned over him, cupping his face, touching his forehead, his cheeks, his nose, his lips. “I’m here. Are you all right? Can you see?”
He pushed himself up into a sitting position, his arms shaking with weakness.
“What about your heart?” I started. “How does it feel? Is it healed too?”
“Dante?” Orlando said quietly, moving into his brother’s field of vision.
Dante’s eyes opened even wider and his face turned winter white. Without a word, he reached for his brother and locked his arms around him.
I leaned back on my heels, tears spilling down my face. I didn’t brush them away, though. I wanted to remember everything about this moment: the feel of my tears, the sound of Dante’s voice as he said his brother’s name, as together they called out for their parents, and the deep, overwhelming joy that filled my entire being.
• • •
We stayed up the rest of the night talking, each of us amazed and awed by the miracle that we had witnessed. I knew Dante and Orlando had a lot of questions for me about what I had done and how, but with their parents in the room, such questions would have to wait. I didn’t mind, as I wasn’t sure I fully understood myself what had happened. All I knew was that Dante could see again.
I wanted to ask him about his heart, but with his parents’ unending attention focused on him, I didn’t have a chance. Dante knew I was worried, though, because at one point, when he had been released from yet another hug by his mother, he quickly touched his chest, then his lips, and blew me a kiss.
We told Alessandro and Caterina that it must have been Alessandro’s poultice that had healed Dante so completely. It was easier than trying to explain what had really restored Dante’s sight.
Dante, for his part, couldn’t stop looking at his family. I could see the gratitude in his face, the recognition that against all odds he had been given an unexpected gift, and the resolve that he was not going to waste even a moment of it.
As the sun rose, I felt exhaustion begin to steal over me. I closed my eyes, capturing one last image of Dante’s face close to my own, smiling. The sound of his voice whispering my name followed me into the darkness of sleep.
• • •
I felt a gentle touch tilting my face up, and a soft and slow kiss on my lips welcomed me back to the world.
“Good morning,” Dante said.
I blinked as he moved away and a beam of sunlight fell across my face.
“Or should I say, good afternoon?”
“What time is it?” I rubbed at my eyes.
“Time to wake up,” he teased. “Father, Orlando, and Valerie have already left for the shop, and Mother has been up for hours.”
I vaguely remembered falling asleep in the main room and Dante picking me up and carrying me to a soft bed, covering me with a warm quilt, and closing the door behind him. I still wore Caterina’s gold-brown dress, but my sneakers were lined up neatly by the open door.
Dante sat down in a chair next to the bed and picked up a pen and paper.
I stretched and wiggled my toes underneath the quilt. I wasn’t quite ready to leave the warmth of sleep. I rolled onto my side and watched Dante work. I loved seeing his skin unmarked by scars and his bright eyes healed.
“Will you tell me something?” Dante said as he continued to write on the paper in his hand.
“Anything.”
“How did you restore my sight?”
It was a complicated answer, and it took quite a while to explain how I had healed Dante with a touch of light, as well as what I had learned about the language of the river.
Dante listened intently and asked a few specific questions at key points.
When I finished, I closed my eyes, remembering how it had felt to hold a healing piece of the river in my hand. The scratch of Dante’s pen on paper sounded like music, a lullaby that threatened to pull me back asleep.
“Dante?” I asked dreamily.
“Hmm?”
“So, did it work?”
“Did what work?” He continued writing, but I saw a smile play around his mouth.
I propped my head up on my elbow. “Your eyes are healed. Is your heart healed too?”
Dante paused in his work, then forged ahead. “For now.”
I sat up in alarm. “So it didn’t work?”
“I didn’t say that.” Dante set down his pen. “So much of what has happened to me—to us—has never been done before. I don’t fully understand what you did, so I don’t know how long the effects will last. So I’m focusing on what I know to be true: I know that, for now, I can see. I know that, for now, it feels like the hole in my heart has been bandaged up. I feel like I’m still losing time, but it’s more like a slow leak instead of a flood.” He looked at me with his clear gray eyes. “You have done an amazing thing for me, Abby. Thank you.”
I relaxed, leaning back against the pillows again. I had hoped that Dante’s heart would have been completely healed, but I knew he was right. We were in uncharted territory and there was no telling what the long-term effects might be. I would follow his lead and be grateful for what I had now and keep working toward what I wanted to happen in the future.
I listened to the sound of Dante’s pen. “What are you writing? Are you keeping a journal?”
“Sort of.”
“I’m sorry,” I said in a hurry. “Journals are private; I understand. We don’t have to talk about it.”
“No, it’s not that.” He hesitated a moment. “I’d planned to show them to you when I was done, but I wasn’t sure how you would react or what you would think of them.”
“Them?” I repeated. “So it’s not a journal?”
“They’re letters,” he said, looking at me a little shyly. “I’m writing letters.”
“Love letters?” I grinned. “Dante di Alessandro Casella, are you writing me love letters?”
His shy smile teetered close to a tease. “They are letters of love, yes. But they are not addressed to you.”
My eyes widened.
“They are about you,” he hurried to finish.
“Go on,” I said warily.
“I told you we were close to the time when you need to stand at the dungeon door and close the loop. But after that happens and we leave this time, I’m never coming back. Not for holidays or birthdays, not for weddings or funerals. I’ll never walk these hills again. I’ll never pass by the window and see my mother in her chair, sewing by the fire. I’ll never ride with my father through town, or work alongside him at his shop.”
“You don’t know that,” I said. “Once the river is stable again, you could come and go as you please, if you wanted to.”
“That’s just it.” He leaned closer to me. “I won’t want to. Coming back here—even to visit—will mean leaving you behind, and I swore I would never do that again.” He picked up my hand and laced his fingers through mine. “When I say good-bye to my parents for the last time, I know it will be for the last time. But they won’t know that.”
“The letters are to your family,” I said in quiet realization.
He nodded, his eyes holding mine. “I don’t want them to worry about me. I want them to know that I’m healthy and happy and whole, even if I’m . . .” He cleared his throat. I saw his hand move as though he might touch his chest, but in the end, he didn’t. He didn’t have to; I knew what he was thinking.
“Whatever happens to me,” he continued, his voice steady, “I want my parents to know the good parts of my story. But I won’t be here to tell them, so the letters will have to do it for me. I’ve written enough to have one delivered every year for the next five years.”
“Why only five years? Won’t your parents be worried when the letters just . . . stop?”
Dante was silent for a long time. “My parents won’t be around to expect a sixth letter.”
“Oh.” My heart ached at the thought of Dante’s loss that was already so close and drawing closer.
He drew in a deep breath and held it. “Knowing the future is sometimes a burden I’d rather not bear.”
I traced the back of Dante’s hand with my fingers. “So, what did you write in these letters? You said they were about me.”
Dante made a sound halfway between a laugh and a cough. “This is the part I wasn’t sure you would like.”
“Uh-oh, should I be worried?” I asked with a smile in my voice.
“Well, first I wrote about after I returned to da Vinci’s studio, how you and I began courting,” Dante began slowly, his palm pressed against mine.
“And?”
“And then, in a letter that will arrive in a few years, I wrote about how you had accepted my proposal and that we are to be wed the following spring.”
“And?” My voice squeaked in a high note of surprise and disbelief.
“And then, in the last letter, I wrote about how we are expecting a child. You think it will be a boy and want me to ask permission to name him Alessandro, in honor of my father. But I am sure it will be a girl, and that we will name her Sofia.”
I gulped down my words, speechless with emotion. “Married?” I managed. “And a child? In five years? But I’ll only be—what?—twenty-three?”
Dante’s blush turned to dark red. “Well, I may have . . . accelerated the timeline a little. There’s no rush, of course. I know you want to go to college and . . .” His words tripped over themselves in his hurry to explain. He was usually so calm, it was strange to see him so flustered. “Anyway, I know my mother would be pleased at the thought of a grandchild. Even one that is only a wish of pen and paper.” He looked down at the letter in his hand and then back up at me. “Don’t worry, Abby. I didn’t write what was going to happen. Just what I thought might happen.” Then he added in a low voice, “What I hope might happen.”
I blinked, still reeling from the idea of my life unfolding in a series of letters. “But Sofia?” I echoed, my tumbling thoughts catching on something familiar. “I know that name. I heard you talking about her to Zo once on the bank, a long time ago. Did you see her in the river? Is she—” I could barely get the words out. “Is she going to be our child?”
“She could be,” Dante said quietly.
“But you don’t know,” I stated.
He shook his head.
“Didn’t you see my future in the river?”
He shook his head again. “I haven’t looked. And I’m not going to.”
“Why not?”
“I’m tired of knowing things I shouldn’t. I’m tired of wondering which possibility will prevail. But most of all, I don’t want to second-guess your decisions. I want you to be able to choose your own future by yourself.”
I thought about everything Dante had told me: how his wounded heart was better but not yet whole, about the letters that sketched out his hopes and dreams, about the shape of our future together. I thought about the possibilities and the potential that waited for us. “But I’m not by myself,” I said. “Not anymore. And the future I choose will be the one that has you in it.”
A small smile curved Dante’s lips. “So, does that mean you’ll say yes when I do ask you to marry me?”
“When the time is right,” I replied with a grin, “ask me and find out.”



Chapter 21
Dante and I were outside in the garden, enjoying the sunshine and sharing stories, when a small carriage rumbled up the front walk. When Dante looked up and saw the pattern of stars on the side of the door, he stopped in his tracks.
“What?” I asked. “Who is it?”
“The court’s men,” he murmured. He took my hand and quickly led me back toward the house.
I kept my face down as well. We both had good reasons for wanting to avoid contact with anyone from the courthouse. Me because I had escaped from there not too long ago, and Dante because, according to their records, he was already locked up in the dungeon awaiting trial. How could he explain away the fact that he was in two different places at the same time?
We had just reached the door—Dante even had his hand on the latch—when a voice called out.
“Excuse me, miss? May I speak with you?”
I stopped short. I knew that voice. Glancing up, I saw a short man standing in the center of the pathway. He wore a heavy winter coat, and the stars on his collar matched those on the carriage. His boots were polished to a high shine, and over his shoulder he had a familiar-looking satchel.
“Miss?” he asked again, a little louder.
Dante whispered low in my ear. “He’s seen you. If you don’t answer, he’ll be suspicious.”
My heart skipped a beat. “But it’s Angelo’s assistant —Domenico.”
Domenico took a few steps closer toward us. Dante shifted toward the shadow of the house, but his movement must have drawn Domenico’s attention because he called out, “Sir? Yes, hello. I’m looking for someone. I was wondering if perhaps you could help me.”
I exchanged a glance with Dante and shook my head. Now that Domenico had seen us both, there was nothing we could do but play along and hope for the best.
I turned around and gave Domenico a bright smile. I hoped that since my hair was down and I was wearing a dress instead of a T-shirt and jeans, Domenico might not recognize me.
No such luck.
He took a step back, tilting his head like a bird and peering at me with muddy brown eyes. “I know you,” he said in astonishment, blinking in surprise. “You were at the courthouse. With Orlando di Alessandro Casella.”
Before I could reply, Domenico clutched his satchel to his chest and began rummaging through the contents. “But he is the man I’m looking for. Is he here? It’s important that I speak with him.”
“I’m sorry; I can’t help you,” I said, grateful that Orlando was legitimately out of the house and out of harm’s way. It was bad enough that Domenico had found me and Dante; I didn’t want to jeopardize Orlando’s safety too.
Domenico looked up from his search, glancing between me and Dante. “But isn’t this the Casella home?” His face turned an embarrassed shade of pink. “I’m sorry. It’s just that you look so much like him”—he gestured to Dante—“I just assumed . . .” He trailed off and studied Dante more closely. His forehead creased in confusion.
“Why are you looking for Orlando?” I asked, hoping to distract Domenico’s attention away from Dante. “Has he done something wrong?”
“That’s just it. He’s done nothing wrong. I simply wanted to give him a message.” He cleared his throat. “Are you sure you don’t know where he is?”
He looked up at me with such hope in his eyes that I felt my resolve crumbling.
“I’m his brother,” Dante said carefully. “You can give me the message.”
Domenico hesitated, as though wary of trusting us too much.
“There are no secrets between my brother and me.” Dante’s voice was low but strong. “I know the truth of his past.”
The wariness in Domenico’s eyes retreated. “In that case, when you see Orlando, would you please tell him how sorry I am?”
Now I was the one to blink in surprise.
“Tell him that what was done to him . . . it was wrong. No one should be made to suffer as he did.” He dove back into his bag and rustled through a few more papers. “I have been looking for him everywhere in order to give him this.” He held up a large envelope in both hands.
“What is it?” Dante asked.
“He was promised a new identity—among other things—in exchange for his . . . assistance.” The pink blush of embarrassment deepened to the red of shame. “Angelo has refused to fulfill his promise, but I am a man of honor, and if this, in some way, can help Orlando, then it is my duty to help him however I can.” He cleared his throat again and straightened to his full height, even though it meant he only reached my shoulder. “A promise is a promise, and I would like to make amends, though I know it will never be enough.”
“You are a good man,” I said. Tears filled my eyes and I reached for Dante’s hand. “We would be honored to give him that message.”
Domenico puffed his chest out with the praise and bowed low. “Thank you, my lady.”
He handed the envelope to Dante and then turned to leave.
“Wait,” I called out. “You won’t . . . I mean, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone you saw me here.”
Domenico smiled knowingly. “Angelo put me in charge of finding Orlando and the girl who had escaped with him from the courthouse. Now that I have found you”—he bowed once more—“I believe I can safely say that no one else will come looking for you.” He nodded to Dante, then climbed into his carriage and drove away.
We both looked down in silence at the envelope in Dante’s hands.
I touched the corner edge. “This is what will save Orlando, isn’t it? This will allow him to go somewhere new, become someone new. Until he ultimately becomes Leo in all those years to come.”
He nodded. “It’s strange to think that the papers in this envelope will change his life yet again. Part of me wants to keep them a secret—as if, by pretending nothing has happened, we can all stay here, together as a family, instead of being swept apart by the river.” He sighed. “But the other part of me knows that by receiving these papers, Orlando will have the choice of what—and who—he will become. I can’t deny him that choice.”
“But you know he’ll be okay,” I said, giving his arm a reassuring squeeze. “Eventually.”
After a time, Dante drew me close and pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “I’m so sorry, Abby.”
“What for?”
“For not fully understanding what you are going through. I might be afraid of losing my brother—my family—but it’s already happened to yours. I should be doing more to help you bring them home.”
“You don’t have to apologize, Dante. It’s strange to say it, but we haven’t exactly had time to focus on the problem.”
“I should have made time.”
I bit my lip, thinking back to the ghostly images I had seen of my family back on the bank. I felt the hard pull of longing. “Could we try now?” I asked.
Dante didn’t say anything; he simply folded the envelope into his pocket and, with a grin, flickered me to the bank.
I knew the river had been struggling and unstable, but I was surprised to see how much worse it had gotten even during the short time since I’d last been to the bank.
“Oh, no,” I gasped. “This is terrible.”
It was actually worse than that. The river had continued to unspool, fraying and thinning until it looked less like the winding Mississippi and more like the flooded Nile delta. It had been transformed into a swamp, complete with pockets of flickering lights and tide pools filled with sluggish images.
Dante surveyed the river in both directions, his mouth a grim line. “I’m sorry, Abby. Trying to save your family now might be the worst thing we could do.”
My heart sank, but I knew he was right. As much as I wanted my family back, I didn’t want to do the wrong thing at the wrong time and have them suffer even more for my mistake.
“Is there anything we can do?” I asked.
He was silent for a moment, pacing along the edge of the bank. “It seems to be weakest here and here,” he said, pointing out two of the very thinnest spots where patches of silver threads lumped together in a sluggish knot. “But the river seems to be cleaner upstream, which is odd.”
I walked along next to Dante for a measureless moment of time until we came to the point where the river slowed to a trickle, as though the flow had been blocked by a boulder midstream. “So what happened here?” I asked.
“The door happened.” Dante crouched down to get a closer look at the river. “Before here, the river is fine—see, it’s clean and protected all the way back—but after here, the river has suffered from our interference.”
I knelt next to Dante. “So when I go to see you in the dungeon, this is the point in the timeline that I’ll be saving.” It felt a little strange to be so close to such an important moment and yet still so far away. “And once I do, do you think the river will be stable enough that we can save my family?”
Dante nodded. “This is the hinge. The point where everything changes.”
We watched the ebb and flow of the river for a moment. “What happens if you don’t go through the door?” I asked curiously. “I know that you seeing me at the door is important and is what will close the loop and protect the river, but after that happens, will you still have to go through the door?”
“Yes, I will.”
“Why?”
“Think of it as a lock and a key. Seeing you at the door is the key to saving me. My going through the door is what will lock the river into place. Together, we will be able to finally restore the river to its full strength and protect it from any further interference. It will take both of us.” Dante shrugged. “If you don’t go to the dungeon, or if I don’t go through the door, then none of this will matter. The river will be destroyed beyond anything Zo could hope to do to it.”
The thought sent a chill through me. As much as I didn’t want Dante to have to suffer the pain of going through the time machine, I knew he was willing to do it if it meant that, in the end, the river could be saved. I had made the same choice when I had decided to come through a time machine of my own. I had chosen to accept the good and the bad. I just hoped the good would be so much better that it could outweigh the bad.
“So, here, on the other side of the river, there is a version of you, already in prison, already waiting for me—you just don’t know it yet.”
He nodded again, but slower, sadder.
I took his hand. “I wish there were something I could do to help. A way to tell the other you that you’ll be okay, to give you some hope.”
“You are my hope,” he said. “You always have been; you always will be.”
A flash of light appeared a little ways down along the bank. I looked up, wondering if it was the ghost of my family again, but the horizon line was empty. Instead, I saw a thread of the river peel off from the main flow. A quiet rumble rocked through the bank. The flat sky turned gray overhead.
Dante frowned and rose to his feet in one smooth movement. “Stay here.”
I folded my legs beneath me, propping myself up with one arm. I watched as Dante walked away, his long stride purposeful and powerful.
A flicker in the river caught my eye and I glanced down. I wasn’t expecting to see anything—the river was so muddled here where the boulder of the door blocked the flow of time—but, to my surprise, the image of a face surfaced, clear and sharp.
Dante’s face.
I bit down on my lip, swiveling back to my knees so I could lean closer to the river.
The river offered up more of the image—just flashes, glimpses—but it was enough. I saw close quarters, black bricks, and thick bars blocking any escape. I didn’t know if my thinking of him had summoned him, but I knew I was seeing the Dante who was in prison. The one I was destined to save.
Physically, he looked almost exactly like the Dante I knew. But the fear in his eyes made him seem younger and more vulnerable. He wore a dirty shirt, ragged at the cuffs and hem. He pressed his back up against the wall, tucking his bare feet as close to his body as he could. A steady drip of water leaked from the ceiling, the puddle next to him glistening like oil in the dim light. It looked like he was in the third cell from the end of the hall.
I could see him shivering from the cold.
I knew he had strength, but it was still raw and unformed. He hadn’t been tried or tested yet, but I knew that it was coming. And that it would be harder than he’d ever imagined.
I glanced down the bank, but the other Dante was on his knees, studying a different section of the river.
Returning my gaze to the Dante in prison, I thought about how we were a team, the key to each other’s survival. I knew I had to do something to help him. How could I not?
But the bigger question was, could I help at all? He was in the river; I was on the bank. I tapped my lips with my finger, thinking.
I remembered how I had once sent a message ringing through the void of the bank, challenging Zo after he had left my doll’s head in a gold box for me—his sick idea of a gift. Surely, if I could send a message into the bank from the river, I could send a message into the river from the bank.
But what could I say? What message of hope could help strengthen Dante? What would give him the courage he needed to face the unknown? What would save him?
And then I knew.
I slowed my breathing, naturally falling into that meditative state where my thoughts sharpened and the counting came easy. The ever-present chimes of time warbled in my ears, whispering encouragement and direction. I fixed the image of Dante in my mind, concentrating on the exact moment I wanted to reach. I felt the familiar pressure of the bank building, heard the river chuffing like a lion’s roar, but I continued to breathe, to count, to focus.
And when I felt the edges thin to the point of invisibility, I sent my message into the river with as much force as I could manage.
Feel the fear till the count of ten, then count once more to be brave again. I took a deep breath. The counting will save you, Dante. Remember to count.
The image of Dante swirled away into the river, and maybe it was my imagination, but I thought that the spot where he had been seemed a little clearer, a little smoother, than before. It was the best I could hope for.



Chapter 22
What are you doing?” Zo said.
My thoughts broke like glass and I whipped around, startled. I scrambled back, struggling to find my feet, but Zo’s hand flashed out and gripped my wrist, holding me in place.
The drop of darkness in my mind quivered at his touch and all my words vanished in my throat.
His hand twitched on my arm; his skin was burning hot with the heat of fever, of sickness.
“Are you trying to change things?” he continued conversationally as he crouched next to me on his haunches. “All by yourself?” He looked down at the river where Dante’s face had been a moment ago, but his eyes were slightly unfocused. “I was in the cell next to Dante, did you know that? All that muttering and counting and pacing. It about drove me crazy.”
I looked over my shoulder, searching for Dante. Where was he?
Dante was following the broken thread of the river as it wove its way downstream. He was too far away to hear us, too far away to see what was happening.
“Or were you trying to help him?” Zo nodded downriver at Dante’s retreating form. “Because I don’t think that’s very fair.”
My voice returned, rusty and hoarse. “Since when have you ever played fair?”
“Now, Abby, that hurts. Dante broke my guitar; I broke his locket. That is the definition of fair.” He opened his mouth to laugh, but all that emerged was a dry gasp that ended in a cough. “And even though we are both wounded—both dying—you have helped only him. So now who is playing favorites?” Zo leaned in as though we were sharing a secret, a smile on his dry and cracked lips. “Is it because he’s a better kisser?”
Growling, I yanked my wrist out of Zo’s grasp and pushed myself to my feet, glaring down at him. “I helped Dante because I love him. But I don’t expect you to understand that.” I turned my back on him and took a step downstream toward Dante.
Zo’s voice called out from behind me. “It doesn’t have to be like this.”
“Like what?” I tossed over my shoulder without looking back.
I realized later that was my first mistake. Had I turned around, I would have seen Zo coming for me and I might have been able to avoid him.
My second mistake was in not calling out for Dante as soon as I had found my voice again. If I had, he might have heard me. And then he might have saved me before it was too late—before Zo’s body hit mine, before he wrapped his arms tight around me and flickered me into the unknown.
• • •
The spires of the Cathedral of the Angels pierced the sky above me. I landed on my back, my head aching and my vision off-kilter as I struggled to catch my breath after such an abrupt transition. I hated traveling with Zo; he lacked Dante’s grace and finesse.
Zo’s face hovered over me, his body pinning me down. He grinned and ran his hand down my cheek and along the curve of my neck. “Well, now, isn’t this interesting?”
I didn’t want to be here, and I wasn’t going to stay. I steeled myself to jump to the bank, but nothing happened.
Zo slid his hand down my side and locked my wrist in his fist. “You’re not going anywhere, my sweet. Not yet. Not until I say so.”
At the sound of his endearment for me, the black spot in my mind woke and acquiesced to his command. I had hoped the dark block was gone for good, but now I felt it return, cutting me off from the bank as easily as closing a door. I gritted my teeth at the pain that accompanied Zo’s touch in my mind. A trickle of sweat traveled down the back of my neck.
“Get off me,” I snapped, shoving hard at his chest with my free hand.
He rolled to his feet with a dark chuckle and yanked me up by my wrist, still holding me tight against his body.
But being that close to him, I could tell how sick he really was. I could hear his breath rattling in his throat. Sweat coated his skin. He kept bending and flexing the fingers of his left hand as though wanting to make sure he could still feel them. I suspected that holding me here was taking all of his remaining strength.
I looked around at my new surroundings, hoping to see something that would help me escape, but we were alone. I couldn’t see anyone else close by. Zo had brought me to an empty plot of land outside the cathedral walls. A bitter wind blew through the wrought-iron fence that encircled the small area. A few statues had been scattered over the uneven ground: a pretty girl, a man kneeling in prayer, a hooded figure, a crying angel. The shiver that ran through me had nothing to do with the cold. We were in a cemetery. Why had Zo brought me to a cemetery?
“Let me go,” I demanded. I tried to concentrate, to send a message to Dante on the bank, but Zo’s block made it hard for me to focus or find my balance. My thoughts kept scattering like leaves on the wind.
Zo shrugged one shoulder. He didn’t seem bothered by the cold. Or my demands. “I might. After you have helped me.”
“I won’t help you,” I snarled. “Ever.”
“You don’t even know what I want,” Zo said casually.
“I can guess.”
Zo arched an eyebrow in invitation.
“You’re sick. Dying. Just like Dante was.” I swallowed at the memory of Dante collapsing to the ground, of him lying so still and cold in my lap. “But he’s better now. And you want me to do the same for you.”
Zo grinned, his teeth dull against his grayish lips. “Very good. I must say, I was surprised when I saw what you had done. I’d been watching you for some time, and when the ripples in the river showed that you had not only healed Dante’s vision but patched the hole in his heart, well, I knew then that if it was good enough for Dante, it was certainly good enough for me.”
“If you think I’m going to help you like I helped Dante, you’re a fool.”
Zo’s face darkened in anger.
I watched warily as he took a breath and slowly regained his control.
“You said you would do anything for me.” His voice took on the same silky tones he had used in the cathedral to convince me I loved him, his words underscored with the same song I had heard before. Even though the song wasn’t as strong or as seamless as it had been before, the darkness in my mind responded, urging me to surrender, to obey.
I shook my head, dislodging the compulsion that was building. Zo might be strong enough to keep me from escaping, but he wasn’t strong enough to make me do anything else he wanted. Not anymore.
“You made me say that, so it doesn’t count.” I tried to yank my arm away, but Zo simply held on tighter. I could feel the bones in my wrist grinding against each other.
A muscle jumped near his eye. He thinned his lips in displeasure. The darkness in my mind faded to gray as he abandoned his attempt at forced obedience.
“A promise is a promise, no matter who makes it.” Zo looked down at the headstone closest to him. A small angel statue stood behind it, her wings extended to offer shelter to the name carved into stone: Angelica Giardini. He shoved me forward, closer to the grave. “She made me a promise too. Then she broke her word. And now she is here.” He hauled me back around to face him. His black eyes burned. “Do you want that to be your story?”
I swallowed. I had seen Zo in many different situations and with many different emotions. I had been threatened by him more than once. But I had never seen such raw violence in his eyes. I saw it in his face: not only the promise of pain, but an eagerness to inflict it.
He was clearly a man on the edge, desperate, and that made him even more dangerous than usual. I stopped struggling. Fighting with him would only make things worse. Maybe if I remained calm and at least a little cooperative, he would relax his guard and I could get away.
Or at least survive until Dante arrived.
“Who was she?” I asked, my voice cracking on the last word. I wrapped my arm around my chest, trying to hold on to whatever warmth I could. I could feel the tops of my ears and the tip of my nose tingling with the cold.
Zo touched the curve of the angel’s wing. “She was mine, once. She promised she would make me happy and give me sons and do whatever I asked.” He tightened his grip on me again, and I hissed in suppressed pain. “When she refused to marry me, I knew that all her promises were lies. She pretended to be an innocent flower, but she was poison.”
“Is that why you killed her? Valerie told us the story of how the Flower Girl refused the Pirate King and how she was broken, body and soul,” I blurted out before I could stop myself. I winced. What had happened to trying to be cooperative? I braced myself for his reaction.
But Zo didn’t lash out at me. Instead his face tightened. The rattle in his chest grew deeper until it sounded like a growl. “She betrayed my trust. She humiliated me. She made me look like a fool.”
“And that was the worst part, wasn’t it?” I said, with dawning realization. “It wasn’t that she broke your heart. You probably didn’t even love her—not really. It’s that she refused you. She was no longer something you could own. It’s never about love with you, is it, Zo? It’s about possession. That’s why you want me to help you. Why you want me at all. Because you know you can’t have me.”
Zo clenched his jaw, anger flashing in his eyes. “Let’s make this simple, shall we? I blinded Dante, and he should have stayed blind. I broke his locket, and he should have stayed broken. But instead, you healed him. You defied the wishes of a Master of Time. It’s only fair that you even the scales by restoring to me what belongs to me.” He grabbed me by the shoulders and pulled me close to him again. “You owe me. After everything we’ve been through. Everything you’ve done. You owe me this.”
“I don’t owe you anything,” I said. “And you won’t get what you want. Not from me.”
Zo shook his head and smiled, the predator back on the prowl. “Oh, but sweet Abby, you should know by now that I always get what I want.”
Before I could react, Zo’s mouth came down hard on mine.
I tried to recoil, shoving hard against his chest with both hands, my fingers automatically turning into claws. He may have been bleeding out time from an unseen wound, but he was still physically stronger than I was. I aimed a kick at his leg, hoping to connect with a knee or an ankle, but with my brain screaming and my body struggling, I missed. I would have fallen if he hadn’t been holding me so tightly.
His mouth moved on mine in a smile. I could almost taste his amusement. It made me want to throw up.
He advanced, keeping me off balance and forcing me to take a step back. I felt the rough stone of the cathedral wall behind me. A small part of me was grateful for the support, but the rest of me hated the feeling of pressure all around me, of being trapped without being able to move, without a way out. His body was so close to mine.
Panic rose up in my throat. I didn’t dare close my eyes. I didn’t dare breathe. My vision started to turn black around the edges. I tried to twist out of his grip, but he seemed to anticipate my every move, countering me and keeping me pinned.
Was this how it was going to end, then?
Or was this just the beginning of something worse?
And then he was gone, his body ripped away from mine in one violent movement. I caught a glimpse of his eyes, a lightning flash of surprise in their dark depths, before he crashed to the ground a few feet away from me. I gasped out loud with sudden freedom, gulping down the cold air until the inside of my throat felt coated with ice. I scrubbed at my mouth with both hands, frantic to erase Zo’s touch.
A dark shadow rose up in front of me, and I shied away in instinctive fear, my heart beating hard and fast in my chest.
As the light cut through the clouds, I saw who had saved me from Zo’s attack.
Dante stood over Zo, his back to me and his feet spread wide to help him keep his balance. His hands clenched into fists. A halo of stillness settled over him, tightening his muscles. His body hummed with tension, focused and sharp. This wasn’t the stillness he summoned when he was thinking or planning; this was a profound absence of thought. And, in the void, there was only action.
Zo scrambled back, attempting to leverage himself up to his feet, but Dante was quicker. He moved forward, bringing his boot down hard on Zo’s hand.
I heard the sickening snap of bone, but Zo didn’t scream in pain. Instead, he smiled up at Dante as though he had run into an old friend on the street.
“It’s good to see you again, Dante. Frankly, I was beginning to wonder when you were going to show up. I was starting to think you didn’t care—”
Dante leaned his weight forward, and another snap cracked through Zo’s words.
His grin faltered for a moment, but then he drew in a shuddering breath and fixed it back in place. “I see you’ve decided not to play nice anymore.”
“Shut up,” Dante said, his voice the cold rumble of an avalanche. “Are you safe, Abby?” He threw the words over his shoulder without moving.
I nodded. Then, realizing he couldn’t see me standing behind him, I said, “Yes.” Then again, louder, “Yes, I’m fine. He didn’t hurt me.”
I felt more than saw a little of the tension leave his body. “Good,” he said in a tone that was reassuring to me but that made Zo’s eyes flick to Dante’s face. He must not have liked what he saw because a few drops of sweat appeared on his forehead.
“Abby did a nice job healing your eyes,” Zo said. “Impressive work. Just so you know, Abby,” he called to me over Dante’s shoulder, “I’m expecting the same level of quality when it’s my turn.”
“I doubt that will be happening anytime soon,” Dante said.
“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Zo said with a grin. “Stranger things have happened.”
“There’s a lot you don’t know,” Dante said.
“I know you can’t keep me here,” Zo said, but his bravado sounded strangely flat.
“Watch me.”
He shifted his weight, but instead of breaking another of Zo’s fingers, he simply applied direct pressure on the two that had already been wounded.
“Hard to travel when you’re in pain, isn’t it?” Dante commented.
Zo dug his heels into the ground as he attempted to extract himself from under Dante’s foot.
But Dante simply pointed at Zo’s chest. “Stop,” he said, “or I swear I’ll make you wish you had.”
Zo stopped moving, though his breathing quickened. Sweat dribbled down the side of his face. “So this is your big plan, Dante? You’re just going to stand on me?”
“No,” Dante said. “My plan is to do this.”
And he reached down, grabbed Zo by the throat, and swung his fist hard across Zo’s face.



Chapter 23
I wanted to step back from the sudden violence, but my back was already pressed flat against the cathedral wall.
Blood streamed from Zo’s mouth and nose. Even unconscious, his hand curled protectively around his broken fingers. Since Dante had inflicted those wounds, I knew they would be permanent. Still, I had a hard time finding any sympathy for Zo’s pain.
Dante straightened to his full height, shaking out his hand. He stepped over Zo’s body and reached my side in a moment.
“Abby,” he said, touching my arm. “It’s time.”
I blinked. Things had happened so fast, I felt caught in a whirlwind, my mind still reeling from Zo’s attack and Dante’s rescue.
The pressure of his fingers increased, adding to the urgency of his voice. “You have to get the door—now—before it’s too late.”
“It’s time?” I repeated. Dante had warned me that it would be time for me to go to the dungeon soon. But now?
“When we were on the bank, I saw events start shifting, moving into place. I knew it was time, but when I turned around to tell you, you were gone.” He glared at Zo’s body on the ground. “I came as fast as I could. I’m sorry—”
Suddenly, Dante caught his breath and a grimace twisted his features. He clenched down on his jaw so tightly the skin turned pale.
“Dante?” I reached for his arm, feeling the pull of his muscles as a concentration of pain passed through him. “Is it your eyes, your heart?” We had worried that my healing effects might be only temporary, but I hadn’t imagined they would wear off so soon.
He shook his head and exhaled slowly; I could see the effort it took him to maintain his control. “No. I can feel the river moving into place. Our window of opportunity is closing. The pressure is building. It’s time,” he said again. “I need help too, Abby, and you are the only one who can do it.”
I knew I would have only one chance to save Dante and thereby save the river as well. It was why we had come all this way, endured so much. If I didn’t go, all our sacrifices would be in vain.
I buried my face in Dante’s neck. “I wish you could come with me,” I said.
“So do I,” Dante agreed, gathering me into his arms, his hands locking tight against the small of my back. “But it’s not possible. I can’t risk seeing my other self. And I can’t risk leaving Zo alone—even unconscious. You’ll have to go alone.” He leaned back to look me in the eyes. “It’s like you said: The me inside the dungeon can’t wait to see you for the first time—he just doesn’t know it yet. Go. I’ll be here when you get back.”
I kissed him hard and fast. “I’ll see you soon,” I said with a fierce smile.
I hurried out of the cemetery to the edge of the courtyard outside the cathedral. I looked in the direction of the courthouse as though I could see through the buildings that separated us. A few people milled through the streets. A nearby vendor called out to passing customers, offering to show them his wares. Two children ran in circles, laughing and shrieking in a game of tag. The whole town was filled with people, and not a single one of them understood what was going on, the danger they were in. Their lives were in my hands too.
I took a deep breath and squared my shoulders. After all we had been through, all we had seen and done, I knew this was the moment that mattered. The fulcrum on which the future balanced. Stay or go, it was time. And time wouldn’t wait for me anymore.
I turned my face toward the courthouse.
And I ran.
• • •
I ran across the plaza without a passing thought as to who was around me or what they might think. The important thing was to get to the dungeon before it was too late. I kept my focus fixed on the courthouse. The sooner I got there, the better. I could feel time slipping away with every breath.
My heart threatened to beat out of my chest, so I counted my steps, pacing myself, forcing myself to find that still space of calm in the heart of the adrenaline storm raging inside me.
I remembered my midnight escape from this very same courthouse with Orlando, though it felt like it had happened to another person. Maybe it had. My trip through time had certainly changed me.
Thinking of that escape, though, made me slow my steps from a run to a dash to a walk. Domenico had said that the guards were not looking for me anymore, but still, I didn’t want to draw too much unnecessary attention to myself. I still had a long way to go to reach the lowest basement of the courthouse, and although part of me wanted to run all the way to the door, through the hallways, and down the stairs to the dungeon, I couldn’t afford to be stopped or caught or delayed by anyone.
Still, when I reached the front door of the courthouse, I walked through without hesitation.
A handful of people were in the hallway, but no one gave me a second glance.
Keeping myself close to the wall, willing myself to be invisible, I counted off more steps, keeping time with my measured breathing.
I turned a corner and was heading toward a staircase that would lead me down when I saw Domenico exit a room a little farther down the hallway.
He looked up and saw me, a smile appearing on his round face. “My lady, I had not expected to see you here today.”
“I had not expected to be here today,” I replied, trying to catch my breath. I brushed my hair out of my eyes, scrubbing off a line of sweat in the process.
His smile faded into concern as he took in my disheveled appearance. “Is everything all right? What’s wrong?”
I didn’t even know how to begin to answer him. “Would you be able to do a favor for me?” I asked instead.
He bowed. “I am at your service.”
I hesitated, then said, “I need to go to the dungeon.”
“The dungeon?” he exclaimed. “Why are you going there?”
“It’s a long story,” I said with a sigh. “But I need to see someone there and I can’t afford to be late.” A pair of guards walked past, their swords gleaming at their sides. “Though I’d rather not be seen along the way if I can help it,” I muttered.
Domenico followed my gaze, his face drawn in thought. “This thing you need to do, it won’t hurt anyone, will it?”
I shook my head.
“It will break no laws?”
I shook my head again. I was tired of things breaking. It was time to start fixing a few things instead.
“Follow me.” He led me back into the main hallway and toward the last door in the row.
“Where—” I started, looking back in the direction of the staircase.
“This is faster.” Domenico opened the door. “You did say it was urgent, didn’t you?”
• • •
“Are you sure about this, my lady?” Domenico asked. “Certainly I could help you with this task so that you wouldn’t need to enter this place.”
“No, it has to be me,” I said. “But thank you for your help.” Domenico’s shortcut had been a single staircase that led from the main floor of the courthouse directly to the back door of the dungeon. It had saved me valuable time, and now I was where I was supposed to be when I supposed to be.
“The guards will not be pleased to see you,” Domenico warned.
“This will only take a moment,” I said. “I promise.”
My heart quickened. Dante was so close. He was right there, on the other side of the door. I felt like if I closed my eyes, I could point directly at him even through all the layers of wood and stone and darkness that separated us. I pressed my hand to my chest, feeling the cloth packet that contained the broken locket. It was time.
I opened the door carefully; I didn’t want to alert the guards by accident.
As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I studied the layout of the dungeon. Not that there was much to see. So far beneath the surface, the only available light came from a row of torches on the wall and a few fat candles that did little to mask the scent of old food, dirt, and rot that hung in the air like an invisible cloud. I could hear the sound of dripping water from somewhere in the shadows.
The dungeon was one large room lined on either side by cramped cells, each one blocked with bars across the front. There were two guards standing at the far end of the room where there was another staircase leading up.
I stepped through the door, hesitant to touch the walls. I prayed I wouldn’t slip in something unspeakable.
I shook out my hands, trying to still the trembling in my fingers. I wanted to take a deep breath, but I knew I didn’t want that foul air inside my lungs. I wanted to be as clean—inside and out—for Dante’s first look as I could be.
Everything hinged on this moment.
I took a step forward.
“Look here!” a guard shouted at me from down the row of cells. “What do you think you’re doing?”
I could feel the river flexing around me as the broken spiral slowly began twisting into a healing circle.
The moment was here. The moment was now.
There was no going back.
And then everything happened at once.
I saw the guard heading straight for me, his partner rushing behind him.
The prisoners closest to the door noticed the activity and a wave of noise rose up and crashed over me. Voices yelling, whistling, begging. To me it sounded like the roar of the river falling over rocks.
A third guard trailed after the other two. I saw a blanket clutched in his fist.
The river shivered and shook as it bent back into place.
There wasn’t much time left.
I scanned the cells along the wall, looking for the one that was the third from the end. Dante’s cell.
One.
The light from the torches danced on the walls, casting long shadows of bars on the floor. Goose bumps lifted on my arms. I could see my breath in the cold air that was trapped in the dungeon along with the prisoners.
Two.
The wild cacophony of voices ebbed and flowed in the dungeon. Demands for freedom. Declarations of innocence. Sobs from broken hearts; screams from broken spirits.
Three.
My heart hurt from the relentless pressure of time closing in on me. My throat clogged with anticipation. My bones creaked with the strain of holding my body upright.
I rose up on my toes, holding onto the door frame for balance, and scanned the faces of the prisoners that I could see. They all looked so much alike. Dirty, ragged, worn out and worn down. They all sounded alike.
Wait—
Through the din, I could hear one voice offering up a litany of numbers.
Dante’s voice. I would know it anywhere.
My eyes swung back.
There. That one was Dante’s cell. He was there. Right there.
The sound of his counting cut off suddenly, and I could imagine him standing by the bars, his long fingers wrapped around the dull metal, his eyes ready to meet mine for the first time, for always.
I looked for a pair of gray eyes the color of stars at dawn, a face that I knew as well as my own, a mouth that I ached to see smiling at me.
What I saw instead, though, was Dante sprawled on the floor of his cell, his arms flung wide, his wrists bare and unmarked by chains.
My rising euphoria collapsed into a broken cry of horror.
Standing over Dante’s unconscious body was Zo, his golden chains cuffing his wrists, his wild, black eyes burning with pain and anger and hate. Blood streaked down his nose, over his mouth.
He looked at me for a split second before lifting a swollen and bruised hand in greeting. His two broken fingers were bent at odd angles; they looked like talons beckoning me to come closer.
In his other hand, he held a knife.
And in his grin, I saw a declaration of war.
I watched, frozen in terror, as Zo thrust down and plunged the needle-thin blade directly into Dante’s heart.
And then he vanished.



Chapter 24
I was vaguely aware of the guards rushing toward me. One of them wrapped me in a blanket and bustled me out the door.
All I could see frozen in my mind was that moment when Zo’s blade pierced Dante’s heart. Every detail felt like it had been etched into my soul with acid. This was worse than when Zo had cut Dante’s eyes and blinded him. Worse than when Zo had broken the locket and punched a hole in Dante’s life. This was worse than anything I could imagine.
If Dante died, he would never go through the door, and it wouldn’t matter if he had seen me or not. If Dante died, the circle we had sacrificed so much to close would break beyond repair, pulling the river—and everyone in it—into darkness.
I closed my eyes, but I could still see the way the torchlight lined the blade like fire on its journey downward. I could still see Zo’s black eyes staring at me and the blood on his skin. I could still see Dante’s unconscious body lying limp and still, the hilt of the knife standing upright in his chest.
The river shuddered and groaned with a sound like cracking rocks. I had been so close, but not close enough. One more moment, one more breath. One look. That was all it would have taken. Just one.
But Zo had timed his attack perfectly.
Dante hadn’t seen me. The loop hadn’t been closed.
And now Dante was dying and the river was spiraling into chaos.
• • •
It wasn’t until I felt Domenico’s hand on my arm that I found my voice and my strength. Adrenaline shot through me like lightning, waking me up from my numbness.
“Let me go!” I shouted, struggling to break free from the blanket wrapped around me. “You don’t understand. I have to go.”
Domenico hovered nearby. “Be calm, my lady. You will be all right.”
“No!” I managed to free my hand and I shoved hard at the guard holding me. “Let me go! He needs my help!”
The guard grunted but didn’t budge.
“Who?” Domenico asked. “Who needs your help?”
I reached for the door, my fingers brushing the wood. “Dante,” I cried. “He’s been hurt. We have to help him. Please! Promise me you’ll help him.”
Domenico made a sharp gesture to the guard, who set me down and loosened his hold on me. “Tell me what happened.”
I didn’t answer him. As soon as my feet hit the ground, I bolted toward the door.
Crashing through, I headed straight for the third cell on the end. Dante’s cell.
The guards followed behind me; I could hear them shouting at me to stop, but I didn’t. I couldn’t.
The prisoners in the other cells paced like wild animals, shouting and calling out. Hands reached out through the bars toward me, grasping, clutching.
I hit the bars of his cell hard. I wrapped my fists around the steel and shook, even though I knew they wouldn’t bend or break. Dante’s body lay in a lump on the cold floor. The silver hilt of the knife gleamed dully in the flickering torchlight. I tried not to look at where metal met flesh.
Looking over my shoulder, I saw Domenico trotting along behind the guards. “Open this!” I shouted. “Please!”
“Do as she says,” Domenico ordered, motioning for the guards to step aside.
The head guard hesitated, his hand hovering by the ring of keys at his waist.
“Or will I need to report your disobedience to Angelo?” Domenico demanded, standing tall despite his small stature.
At the sound of Angelo’s name, the guard jumped to action, shuffling through the keys until he found the one that opened Dante’s cell.
The hinges squealed in protest as I yanked the door open almost before the guard had withdrawn the key.
The smell of blood had been masked by the other odors filling the dungeon, but now, so close to Dante’s body, the coppery tang made my nose itch. A bright red stain spread over his chest; fat drops of blood made a puddle on the floor.
I knelt by Dante’s head, trying not to think about another night when another Dante lay dying in my lap. My tears splashed on his closed eyes and trickled down his pale cheek.
I couldn’t lose him. Not now. Not like this.
Domenico stopped short just inside the cell, surprise and horror mixing on his face at the sight of the knife and the blood. He turned back to the guard. “Fetch the physician. Now.”
The head guard darted away. The other guards worked to quiet the other prisoners, checking the locks on the other cells, asking questions about who might have done this, and how.
“My lady?” Domenico took a half step forward. “Take heart, my lady. The physician is on the way.”
“There’s no time,” I murmured. “It’s too late. I was too late. Everlastingly too late.”
The river creaked, bending around this unexpected rock that Zo had dropped in the flow. The pressure on me increased, a slow compression of my lungs, my bones, my heart. I grimaced and pushed the pressure back. I couldn’t let it overwhelm me. I had work I needed to do.
Domenico knelt on the floor next to me. He peered closely at Dante’s face, then up at me. “I met this man this morning,” he said, astonished. “How is it possible that he is here, now?”
“It’s not the same man,” I said truthfully. This Dante hadn’t had the experiences yet that would shape him into the man he would become—the man with whom I had walked in the Casellas’ garden just this morning. In time, they would become one and the same, but for right now, they were two different people. And right now, I knew they both needed my help.
Dante had said that he could sense his other self, a distant echo that he couldn’t ignore. I wondered if he had heard—or felt—the impact of Zo’s blade. I wondered if, for a moment, that echo had sounded like a shout. Or a scream. I wondered if he was worried about the silence.
I made myself look at the knife and the blood that dripped from the wound. I had patched a hole in Dante’s heart once already. I could do it again. I would. I had to.
“I don’t understand—” Domenico started.
“I don’t expect you to,” I interrupted. I caught his gaze with mine and held it tight. “The world is full of impossibilities—some beautiful, some terrible—but sometimes, when you least expect it, they can become possible. Please, trust me, and don’t interfere.”
I couldn’t go to the bank, not with Domenico watching my every move. I wasn’t sure I even dared go halfway there as I had when I’d summoned the shell of time to trap Zo.
Maybe I didn’t need to. Maybe, this time, the music could come to me.
I closed my eyes, striving to find my balance despite feeling like the world was unraveling around me. I breathed. I counted.
Blocking out the noise of the dungeon—the cries and moans—blocking out the smell—sweat, fear, blood—I focused on filling the emptiness inside me with stillness, with music.
I thought about the river, how it looked and how it felt to stand beside it, but most of all, I thought about how it sounded. The rushing of the past to the future, the music of possibility, the language of time.
Faint chimes rang deep in my inner ear. My heart sped up in anticipation. I coaxed the music closer, listening for the melody I needed that could heal Dante. I heard the chord that would connect me to Dante, that would channel the healing power of the river to his heart.
Protect. Save. Heal.
I could almost see the words taking shape: the tall, straight lines, the bent and curved lines, the links that connected letter to letter and word to word, but unlike last time, when a bright star of healing had answered my call, this time there was only a glimmer, a spark. A deep shadow flowed behind the music, turning the words to darkness.
The river was sick as well, wounded and wavering. The music trembled, the notes struggling to stay together.
The spark wouldn’t be enough. Not for a wound like this. But I didn’t have the strength to demand what I wanted right now. I would take what I could get. I would do the best I could with what I had. I let go of the chord I wanted and focused instead on a single note, a single word.
Hold.
The note slipped free like a sigh. I opened my eyes a slit, squinting as the light I had summoned wreathed my hand. I had wanted a fierce golden blaze, a fire that could cauterize Dante’s wound from the inside out, but all I held was a pale white flicker, no brighter than a wish.
Fear touched Domenico’s eyes as he looked from me to my hand to Dante’s chest.
I touched the cross-shaped hilt with my outstretched finger, and the light moved from me to the knife, making the blade glow an even brighter silver. The light pooled at the point of contact, capping the wound and holding it in place.
The flow of blood slowed to a stream, a trickle, a drip—a stop.
It wasn’t perfect, but it would do. It would hold.
Dante was still unconscious, his eyes closed, his face pale. I was glad he hadn’t woken up while I was in his cell. Yes, he needed to see me, but I didn’t want it to be like this. Not under these circumstances.
I stood up, brushing away the dark smudges from my skirt. A coldness settled into the pit of my stomach, spreading out to encase me in a hard shell, like armor. “Don’t move him,” I ordered Domenico. “Don’t touch him. Don’t let anyone touch him but me.”
“Where are you going?” Domenico asked, looking at me like I was part angel of mercy and part demon of destruction.
“Hunting.”
• • •
As I ran across the plaza back toward the cemetery, I heard the echo of Dante’s last words to me: I’ll be here when you get back.
I hoped that was still true. I wanted to see him standing at the edge of the cemetery, waiting and watching for me to return.
But Zo had somehow made it to the dungeon, and I feared he had only been able to do that because something bad had happened to Dante.
I bit back a bitter laugh. Something bad had happened to Dante—to both of them.
The world stuttered and jumped as the colors began bleeding into each other. The gray walls of the buildings around me brightened to a silvery sheen; the brown cobblestones under my feet darkened to a burnt orange. The blue sky overhead slid into a light shade of lavender.
The river twisted with a grinding sound like falling rocks.
The Cathedral of the Angels rose up before me. I dashed through the crowds of people in the plaza, none of whom seemed to notice that the world was falling apart. I knew they wouldn’t, not unless the river fragmented beyond all hope of healing. If that happened, then for those people, it would be as if the world suddenly stopped. Cut off into nothing. It would be as though all of reality suddenly fell off a cliff into everlasting darkness.
I heard someone call my name and I looked around in confusion, shading my eyes from the light that suddenly felt as sharp as a blade.
Valerie ran toward me with Orlando close behind her.
Even at a distance, I could see the black smudges around her eyes, the pallor of her cheeks.
I stumbled to a stop.
“What are you doing here?” I asked as Valerie crashed into my arms.
“What are you doing here?” she replied, her voice frantic and shrill. “You’re supposed to be with him. Who is with him if you’re with us?”
I looked over Valerie’s head at Orlando, who shook his head, struggling to catch his breath. “We were at Father’s shop. Then she just turned and ran out the door.” He frowned. “What are you doing here? Did something happen at home? Where’s Dante?”
“Waiting for me by the cathedral—I hope.” I kept walking toward the cemetery. There was no time to waste. Valerie clung to my arm; Orlando matched my stride. I quickly told them about my unexpected trip to the cemetery followed by my sudden trip to the dungeon and the violent appearance of Zo. When I explained how I had healed Dante in his cell—or at least held off his death—Orlando’s face tightened and the lines around his mouth deepened.
“He’ll be okay,” I said, praying that I was telling the truth.
I rounded the corner of the cathedral and saw the iron gates of the cemetery rising up, black and tall. Orlando rushed through first, looking around quickly, but I slowed my steps, dragging my feet. I knew the truth. I had seen it the moment I looked through the gate.
The high clouds had vanished as though a strong breeze had blown them away. The air was still and heavy around us.
There was no sign of Zo.
There was no sign of Dante.
The cemetery was empty except for us—and the dead.



Chapter 25
No, no, no! The story isn’t supposed to go this way.” Valerie grabbed my arm. “The story is too dark. And the darkness is hungry.”
“Abby?” Orlando asked, returning to where I stood in shock.
I couldn’t speak. My whole being was consumed with a single thought: He wasn’t here. Dante wasn’t here.
Our surroundings continued to dissolve into smears of colors. The buildings lost their outlines, and the ground, which looked level, suddenly felt slanted.
Valerie whimpered. “The Pirate King was here. He stole the River Policeman and now they are gone.” She pointed to the bone-white statues. “These are his people—his crew—but they won’t tell us anything. The darkness has taken all their stories.”
A low rumble ran through the ground beneath my feet. The world blurred, rocking on its axis before settling back onto its foundation. But when it did, everything looked a little flatter, the edges more sharply defined. My head hurt trying to assimilate this new two-dimensional reality into my three-dimensional expectations. My heart hurt trying to assimilate the fact that one version of Dante was dying in prison and the other Dante had vanished.
Cracks appeared in the foundation of the cathedral, spreading upward like the thin veins in a feather or a leaf. Another shock wave rumbled deep underground, the stones groaning as they rubbed against each other.
“It’s not safe here,” Valerie said, tugging on my arm. “We should go.”
“Go where?” Orlando asked.
They both looked at me for an answer, a decision. But I didn’t know what to say. Zo and Dante could have gone anywhere. But where? When? The river had been rocked to its foundation. Where would Zo have dared to go with the river already so dangerously unstable?
I looked up in sudden certainty. “The only place we can.” I grabbed Orlando’s hand with mine, linking the three of us together, and then I traveled to the bank.
Where I saw Zo waiting for me.
• • •
“So good to see you again, Abby,” Zo said, a twitch pulling at the corner of his eye. A dark shape lay beneath his feet. Dante was sprawled on his back on the bank, his eyes closed and his breathing shallow.
I felt my breath freeze in my lungs. He was the mirror reflection of the Dante I had left behind in the dungeon. Both wounded. Both bleeding. But both still holding on to a thread of life.
“You’ll have to excuse Dante’s poor manners. He’s not feeling like himself at the moment.” Zo stepped over Dante’s body and sauntered toward me.
I tensed. I wanted nothing more than to bolt past Zo and head directly for Dante’s side, but Valerie tightened her grip on my arm and held me in place.
“Don’t go near him,” she growled. “He’ll hurt you.” She bared her teeth at Zo, glaring.
Being this close to Zo made the stubborn black spot in my mind flicker to life again. The link wasn’t as strong as before, but I could still feel the dark buzz of it echoing through me. I pointedly ignored it.
Orlando stepped forward to block Zo’s approach, his chin raised, his mouth a flat line.
Zo stopped, a grin blazing across his face like a scorch mark. He looked at the three of us, one after the other, before his gaze came to rest on me. “I know what you’re thinking, Abby. You’ve always been so blessedly transparent. And the answer is yes, I know exactly what I’ve done—what I’m doing.”
Now that he was closer, I could see that he had cleaned off most of the blood from his face, but dark smears lingered around his mouth and nose. He held his right hand carefully, his two broken fingers still bent at awkward angles. His dark hair hung in sweat-dried clumps, the white fringe making him look like an old man.
“How did you get away?” I asked. “Dante knocked you out at the cemetery.”
“Down. Dante knocked me down, not out. And while he was right about how much it hurts to travel when you’re injured, he was wrong about it being impossible.” Zo shrugged, scratching at his arm. Bits of his skin flaked off under his nails. “I heard him tell you to go to the dungeon. It was a simple trick to be where I needed to be and do what I needed to do.” His grin burned. “I didn’t even have to do anything to Dante. I simply left. I knew he wouldn’t follow me and risk seeing his other self in the dungeon.” He tossed a sneer over his shoulder at Dante’s prone body. “Coward.”
“What about you?” Orlando asked. “Weren’t you afraid to see your other self?”
Zo’s grin grew even wider. “I wasn’t in any danger. My other self was already in the machine. For once, the timing worked to my advantage.”
Valerie shook her head, muttering, “You shouldn’t have done it. You shouldn’t have hurt the River Policeman.”
Zo ignored her. “When I went back to the cemetery, I expected some kind of retaliation, but Dante was as you see him. Useless.” Zo spat the word at Orlando, who bristled, nostrils flaring. “I didn’t much care. It made it easier to bring him here. And, I’ll be honest, it was kind of nice knowing I’d killed two birds with one stone,” he said. “Or, in this case, two Dantes with one knife.”
“He’s not dead,” I shouted. “Either one of them.”
Zo shrugged as if that were a minor point.
“But why bring him to the bank?” Orlando asked.
“Why?” Zo repeated, astonished. “I knew if I brought Dante here, the rest of you would follow like obedient little sheep.” He waved his left hand to include Orlando and Valerie. “And that’s what I wanted. I wanted all of you to see this.” He gestured toward the river and laughed, the noise falling somewhere between a sharp cough and a chittering giggle.
My stomach turned, both at the sound of his sickness and at the sight of the river.
The river was a disaster. The once-powerful flow of time now gurgled and spat, a foamy film popping on the surface like bubbles of tar. Streams and spiral eddies branched out in all directions, creating a swamp of gray and white, of past and present. The bank felt soft underfoot, almost like quicksand. A flat light hung low over the bank and flickered madly in random patterns that made my eyes hurt.
“Beautiful, isn’t it? Take a good look, as I doubt there will be a repeat performance tomorrow.” He laughed again. “I doubt there will be a tomorrow.”
A stench rose up from the sluggish river, and sulfur coated my nose and throat with the taste of rotten eggs, making me gag.
Valerie covered her mouth, her skin turning a sickly shade of green.
“We have to stop this,” Orlando said to me in a low voice.
“I’d like to see you try,” Zo challenged with a hard glint in his eye. “The river—like so many of us—is dying.” He turned on his heel and walked back to the edge of the river. “And if the river is going to die, then I want to watch every last moment of it, up close and in person with my good friends by my side.” He nudged Dante with the toe of his boot; Dante’s arm rolled off his chest, his hand landing next to the river.
I bit my lip. Dante’s body was dangerously close to the border where bank met river. I knew that if he fell in, or if any one of the many silvery-gray threads of time touched him, he would be pulled back into the river. And if he was in the river when it stopped flowing . . .
I turned to Orlando, pitching my voice low so Zo wouldn’t hear it. “You get Dante,” I said. “I’ll take care of the river.”
Orlando had already taken two steps before I finished speaking.
I reached out for the music that I knew lived in the ebb and flow of the river. Even though it was slow and soft, I knew there was still power there.
“And, Abby?” Zo said without turning around. “If I hear one word—one note, one sound—from you, I swear I’ll push him in.” He wedged his foot beneath Dante’s shoulder and lifted. Dante rolled even closer to the edge. A thread broke away from the main river with a snap, the grayish trickle heading for Dante’s hand.
The words died on my tongue.
Dante suddenly moved, twisting back around to clamp his hand around Zo’s ankle. “You do,” Dante rasped, “and I’ll take you with me.”
Zo stepped back in surprise. Dante let go and rolled to his feet in a single fluid motion. He stayed hunched over, ready to move whichever direction Zo did.
Orlando skidded to a stop and attempted to grab Zo by the shoulders, but Zo ducked and backed away, out of reach of both brothers.
Orlando lunged forward and Zo danced away, preserving the distance between them.
Zo winced in sudden pain, pressing his hand to his head. A grimace pulled his mouth tight.
Dante touched his chest, rubbing a small circle over his heart. He tried to mask the ragged pattern of his breathing, but I could tell he was in pain. He and Zo glared at each other for another moment. Then, still wary and on edge, Dante and Orlando stepped back, their aggressive stance softening slightly.
It was as if an invisible barrier had sprung up between them, a line neither side was willing to cross just yet.
The river wheezed in the background, the last gasp of a dying man.
“Welcome back to the land of the living, Dante.” Zo’s laugh rasped in his throat. “But I’m afraid it’s too little, too late. The meeting at the dungeon didn’t happen. So even if you and your little friends think that you can somehow manage to heal the river, you’ve still missed your chance. You’ll die in prison, or you’ll be sent through the time machine with your sanity already broken. Either way, the river dies, and I win.”
I took another look at the sluggish stream. The images that once had flowed past faster than the eye could follow now drifted in slow eddies, random moments out of focus and smeared with color. Even the music that I could hear in my inner ear sounded softer, slower. The words had lost their meaning, the sounds communicating only pain.
“But if the river dies, then so will all of us—including you,” I said to Zo.
“Ah, that’s where you’re wrong. You are not part of the river anymore, Abby. You and Valerie and Orlando are tied to the bank. Dante and I—well, we have gone beyond the river. As long as we are on the bank when time dies, we’ll be just fine. We’ll survive.”
“But then we’ll all be stuck on the bank—forever,” I said. I swallowed hard and forced myself not to look at Valerie. I knew what happened to people who stayed on the bank too long. Zo and Dante didn’t have that threat hanging over them anymore, but the rest of us did. I felt a little like we had just walked into a trap.
Zo shrugged. “It may not be the life I would have chosen, but it will still be a life. And it will still be my life.” He rubbed the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand.
“The Pirate King never forgets, and the Pirate King never regrets, yet we all will pay for the Pirate King’s debts,” Valerie sang in a small voice.
“Why?” Orlando asked. “Why do this, Zo? Killing the river . . .” He shook his head in confusion and horror.
“He tried to control the river and failed,” Dante answered bitterly before Zo could speak. “He even tried to redirect it to be something else and failed. There was nothing left he could do but this.”
Zo’s face darkened, a snarl hovering at the corner of his mouth. “If I can’t have it, no one can.”
Valerie shook her head. “But it doesn’t belong to you. It doesn’t belong to anyone.”
“I am a Master of Time,” he shouted. “It all belongs to me!”
“No,” Valerie said. “Not everything.”
I caught her eyes and saw a bright light rising up in their depths. I recognized that light. I’d seen it on occasion before when the old Valerie—the Valerie before the bank—had been able to peek through the cracks in her mind. For the moment, she was as sane as she had ever been.
Valerie started giggling, a slow hint of amusement that built into a loud laugh, shaking her shoulders and bringing tears to her eyes.
“Stop laughing,” Zo snapped, his eyes flat with rage.
“I don’t have to do what you say.” Valerie wiped at her eyes and sauntered toward Zo, daring to breach the no-man’s- land separating us. “The River Policeman said that the chains between us are broken. So, you see, you’re wrong. Not everything belongs to you.” She stood in front of Zo and spread her arms wide like wings. “I don’t. And being free of you feels wonderful. In fact,” she purred as she walked all ten of her fingers up the front of his shirt, “I think the only thing that can make me feel any better is this.”
She pulled her hand back and slashed her nails across his cheek. Four red welts rose up in parallel rows. A hard mask descended over her face. “You hurt me.” She cut him again, this time across his other cheek. “You hurt my friends,” she said, all laughter gone from her voice. She grabbed his chin and forced him to look at her. “Never again.”
Zo gaped at her, blood trickling down his face.
As Valerie turned and began walking away, she smiled at me in victory.
With her back to Zo, she didn’t see him straighten to his full height. She didn’t see him curl his one good hand into a fist. She didn’t see him spring forward with murder in his eyes.



Chapter 26
I didn’t stop to think. I shouted “No!” at the same time that Dante sprang forward, attempting to block Zo’s attack. “Stop!” But this time, the word that came out of my mouth carried with it the shimmering chimes of the language of time, and the music that had been mumbling in the background came to life at my call.
Valerie had a moment to look at me in startled surprise before Orlando wrapped his hand around her arm and yanked her forward into his arms. He immediately pivoted on his heel, using his body and his back as a shield.
Dante swung at Zo, but instead of hitting muscle or bone, his fist hit the leading edge of a fast-moving, shimmering wall of light that rose up in front of Zo and wrapped around him, trapping him in a column of music and light.
Zo skidded to a stop, cautious and wary. He looked up at the open top of his prison where the ends of the strands of light wavered and rippled like a curtain.
Dante stepped back. He looked at me in surprise. “Abby?”
I shook my head. I hadn’t intended for that to happen. The column didn’t seem as strong as the shell of time I had summoned back at the apothecary shop.
Zo kept his eyes on me as he touched the flowing light with a tentative finger. When I didn’t react, he pushed his whole hand into the light. I could see the curtain bending around the pressure, and I knew it would break at any moment.
I may have stopped Zo, but I hadn’t contained him.
“No!” I yelled. I couldn’t let him break free. I reached for the music, for the stillness of time that had answered my call in the past. But the river was weak—fragile and spent. I knew I couldn’t do it alone. “Dante, I need your help.”
Dante was at my side in an instant. He took my hand. Our fingers touched, gripped, held.
Still, I hesitated. Dante was wounded; more, he was linked to his other self, who was also wounded. If I lost either one of them, I would lose both. Could I honestly ask him to risk his past and his future to help me?
Dante met my eyes, and I didn’t have to say a word. “Tell me what you need,” he said quietly, “and it’s yours.”
Power thrummed through him, and I felt more than saw a shimmering arc of light flare into life around the two of us, linked by our joined hands, from head to foot. It seemed to burn the brightest over his heart.
“I am yours,” he said. “Always.”
I nodded, grateful for Dante’s strength and his unwavering belief in me. I concentrated, listening for the secret language of the music of time, drawing the notes I needed to me like filings to a magnet.
Contain. Imprison. Block.
As each word blended into the next, creating one unbroken sound, I could feel the music grow stronger around me. The roar in my ears sounded like a scream. I hoped it wasn’t mine.
The curtain surrounding Zo flickered. He was almost through.
It wasn’t enough. I needed more. We would need more in order to build a strong enough shell to stop Zo.
Remove. Erase. Eliminate.
I felt Dante gripping my hand tighter and tighter, but the feeling was a distant pressure buried beneath the endless stream of the river of time that flowed into him, through him, and onward into me.
Though I felt weak, I knew that Dante, as a Master of Time, could handle the raging influx of power I was channeling through him. The balance was perfect. Each of us relying on the other to provide support and strength. Each of us drawing power from the other, and both of us offering up the best of what we had.
I closed my eyes, focusing on finding the precise moment, the word that would resonate with enough power to stop Zo once and for all.
Finish.
The music responded with a sound like a lock clicking into place. I felt Dante spring the trap and heard the crash of the newly formed shell as it hit the ground.
The sound of Zo’s rage roared past me like a train.
I opened my eyes to see that the curtain of light was gone, replaced by a clear but solid wall that had arced up and over Zo, trapping him in a thick shell.
Zo glared at us, pacing the small footprint of his domed prison. His body shook with barely contained rage. He pressed his hands flat against the curved wall. Without breaking eye contact with us, he smashed his fist against the shimmering wall that separated us.
Dante and I both winced, but nothing happened.
I think Zo was as surprised as I was. He shook out his hand, looking from Dante to me with suspicion.
“What happened?” I asked. “Usually it hurts when he does that.”
Dante arched an eyebrow toward me. “Did you want to feel the pain?”
“No,” I said. “Of course not. Tell me what you did.”
“Nothing,” Dante said. “I was simply the catalyst for you. What did you do?”
“Nothing,” I echoed. “I just wanted to build another shell to stop Zo. Maybe . . .” I frowned in thought, feeling my way through a new idea. “When I created the shell at the apothecary shop, I did it by pulling some of the timelessness from the bank. That’s probably why Zo could hurt me. I was linked to the shell because I’m connected to the bank. But this time, we’re on the bank, so maybe this shell was built by using some of the time from the river.”
“And so it’s linked to the river, not to either one of us,” Dante finished.
“Are you all right?” Orlando asked, coming up next to us. Valerie clung to his arm and refused to let go.
I nodded. Exhaustion weighed me down. I leaned against Dante’s body for support. He wrapped his arms around me, holding me up. I could feel his muscles trembling with the strain, and I hoped what we had just done hadn’t aggravated his injury. Pressing my hand to his chest, I could feel his heart beat. Slow and steady, but, I feared, not as strong as before.
Zo tapped on the glass wall. “Abby? Dante? I just wanted to say thank you,” he called out. “By linking this to the river, you’ve given me the key to escape. After all, I also know how to make the river do what I want.”
And he opened his mouth, but not in laughter this time. In song.
Even though Zo didn’t have his freedom or his guitar, even though he was sick and dying, he still had his music. And he still knew how to use it.
The song rose in volume, a strong melody, but there was something off about it. A sharpness to the notes that rendered it just this side of discordant.
As Zo’s voice picked up the tempo of his song, he touched the interior wall and the shell bulged and flexed. He closed his eyes, clearly struggling to summon the power he had wielded so effortlessly in the past.
The music rumbled from deep inside his chest, rising in a tide of notes that spiraled up higher and higher, pushing against the inside of his prison. In some ways it was similar to the music I could hear running under the roar of the river, but in other ways, it was different. I had listened to the river’s music and asked for help; Zo demanded.
I saw a hairline crack appear along the surface of Zo’s shell, and I took a step back.
“Dante,” I warned quietly, pointing out the black thread against the silver.
“I see it,” he said.
“We can’t let him escape,” I said. The music pressed on me, a suffocating weight.
“I know.”
“What can we do? I don’t think I’m strong enough to build another shell.”
Dante took a deep breath, looking at the three of us standing before him, then he glanced at the river. The silver had turned to the gray of a corpse. A few of the threads that had peeled away were going dark, the blackness slowly eating away at what little light remained.
Dante touched his chest just once. I mimicked the motion and touched the locket next to my heart. “Dante—” I started, but he held up his hand.
Stepping toward the crack in the shell, he simply said, “Count for me.”
I felt tears well up in my eyes.
The poem he spoke was gentle and rhythmic, a soothing balm that ran counterpoint to Zo’s driving song.
Zo opened his eyes; when he saw Dante standing outside the shell, his song shifted in intensity.
I counted out loud, trying to match the numbers with my heartbeat, even though I could feel my body and my breath racing. Orlando and Valerie stood beside me, and their voices joined mine in a chorus of counting.
Dante’s voice remained slow and steady, but it sounded deeper, resonating with power. The poem seemed to take on weight, a shape and substance.
The flat light of the bank flickered, the pressure around us turning thick. The air crackled with the power that had been unleashed, humming with the power still to come.
The hairs on my arms and the back of my neck lifted as though lightning was about to strike. Still, I counted. One number after the next. After the next. I held Valerie’s hand, and she still held Orlando’s. I felt stronger knowing my friends were with me.
I fixed my eyes on Dante, listening to his words, his voice, with everything I had inside me. My body thrummed with the power of his poetry.
Still, I counted.
Zo clenched his jaw, struggling with the effort of forcing his song to bend the world to his will. He ground out the notes between his teeth, spitting them at Dante. But it wasn’t enough.
The crack in the shell slowly reversed direction, filling in and smoothing over. The bulging wall stopped breathing and grew strong and straight.
Dante’s words continued in an unending flow. The rhythms and rhymes created images in my mind: the winding path of a labyrinth, a spiral shell, stars scattered in constellations across a night sky, a half-sun, half-moon circle, an hourglass spilling sand with a sound like crackling flames.
I frowned. Something was wrong. The shell around Zo seemed smaller than it had been before, as though the space inside had been compressed. Zo’s eyes were closed; he hadn’t noticed the change.
Zo continued to sing, his voice as sweet as an angel’s hymn, though the words he offered up were dark and dangerous. Promises of pain. Threats to bind, to bend, to break.
The shell of time shuddered. As I watched, it grew even more compact, ratcheting tighter and tighter in response to Zo’s music.
My numbers turned to ash in my mouth and blew away as I exhaled a low moan. The bubble around Zo was about to burst—not outward, to release, but inward, to crush.
“Dante!” I called out, and I ran forward, grabbing his arm and pulling him away just as a horrible tearing sound came from inside the shell.
The ground beneath Zo’s prison cracked open between his feet. A shimmering black light flowed into the confined space like water in a glass.
I gasped. A section of the river had broken free of the main flow and was seeping up through the bank, surrounding Zo’s feet in a corrupted and poisoned puddle of time.
Zo’s music suddenly stopped and he opened his eyes, looking around wildly. “What have you done?” he shouted. The walls had collapsed in on him so much that he had to hunch over, his back pressed against the curved dome. “Let me out!”
“I’m sorry,” Dante said, shaking his head. “It’s too late.”
The gurgling river sloshed over the tops of Zo’s boots.
Dante and I watched in horror as the outline of his boots softened and melted in the rising river, disappearing into a blackened emptiness.
“You built this, Dante.” Zo pounded on the wall but nothing happened. “You break it.”
“I can’t,” Dante said.
He turned frantic eyes to me. “Abby. You have to help me. You owe me.”
The lingering touch of Zo’s mind inside mine urged me to obey. The compulsion was still there, but Zo wasn’t strong enough anymore to enforce it. I remembered the words to Dante’s poem, the one that had restored my memories, and as I filled my mind with his words and his voice, the final drop of Zo’s darkness vanished. Zo’s hold on me was gone. “The shell is part of the river,” I said. “We can’t break it without breaking the river. It’ll destroy everything.”
“It’s destroying me!” Zo shouted. The water level had crept past his ankles, rising up his legs, threatening his knees. Everywhere the river touched, Zo was being washed away. Erased. Unraveled.
He looked to Valerie, but she merely looked back, her face expressionless.
“Orlando—” Zo choked. “We were friends, once. Brothers-in-arms. We were the Sons of Italy. We were going to change the world. Remember how you agreed to follow me? You swore you would obey me.” He banged his fist against the shell. “I order you to help me. Get me out of here. I promise, I won’t hurt you. Any of you.”
Orlando began shaking his head before Zo had even finished. “I know what your promises are worth.”
Zo backed up as far as he could inside the shell, but it had shrunk so much in size that there was nowhere for him to go. He braced his good hand against the curved wall next to his head and lifted his foot above the level of the sludge, but when he raised his knee, his leg ended abruptly midcalf. There was nothing there. No blood, no wound. Just an emptiness intent on slowly devouring him.
His prison would become his tomb. And we all knew it. Especially Zo.
The rising water came faster and faster, a black hole of nothingness.
Knees, thighs, hips. Half of Zo was gone, buried in the water that he couldn’t avoid, couldn’t touch, couldn’t escape.
Zo howled, his eyes wild and raw. His hand slipped off the wall, splashing into the water and disappearing in an instant. He looked down in stunned disbelief. His two broken fingers were gone, along with the rest of his hand. His arm ended abruptly at the elbow.
Then the panic that had burned in his eyes turned to anger and loathing. His mouth twisted into a snarl, his lips pulling back over his teeth. His face darkened.
“Go to hell,” he growled. “All of you.”
And then, in one swift motion, he dunked the rest of his body into the water.
A wave of black corruption closed over his head, swallowing him completely.
When the trapped river had reached the top of the shell, the shell bulged under the pressure, bending but not breaking. Then, with a sound like a pulled plug, the river water drained away down through the bank until it had vanished.
A deep silence settled over the bank.
Dante cautiously approached the empty shell.
“Careful,” I warned.
He nodded, reaching out his hand. I caught my breath. Before he could touch the shell, however, the clear wall shattered, falling to the ground like so many shards of glass. One of them flew past me, cutting my cheek with razor precision, leaving behind a trail of fire that burned.
A blue-white glow surrounded each piece of the broken shell of time, flaring hot and then dying away, leaving behind only a shine like an oil slick and the lingering sound of music.



Chapter 27
I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the spot where Zo had disappeared. The shock of what had happened hit. Hard. My mouth felt dry; my stomach tightened. My whole body shook.
Dante gathered me into his arms, pressing his hand to the back of my head.
“Did it work?” Valerie asked in a raw voice. “Are we safe?”
“It’s finished,” Dante said. “Zo’s gone. And he’s not coming back.”
Valerie sighed in relief.
“Are you all right?” Dante asked me, rubbing his hands in circles over my back.
I nodded, but I wondered how much of that was the truth and how much was a wish. I feared the image of seeing Zo unraveling from time would haunt my dreams forever.
“You might be all right,” Orlando said, “but what about the river?” He pointed to the ground at our feet. The once wild rush of time was barely flowing anymore; the river that had once been as clear as glass had darkened to a clogged green and black and gray.
The stench had grown worse, the sulfur now layered with rotten meat and burned flesh.
“But Zo’s dead,” Valerie said. “Why didn’t the river get better?”
“Because the loop still needs to be closed,” Dante said, his face drawn and pale. “And if I die—either here or in the dungeon cell—the loop will never be closed.”
I frowned. “I thought it was too late to go back to the dungeon. Do you think, if the other you sees me there, that will be enough to fix the river?”
Dante paused in thoughtful stillness. He studied the river as though he could see through the murky shadows all the way to his other self. “I don’t think so,” he said quietly. “A wound of this magnitude will require something of equal magnitude to heal it.”
“Like what? It’s the end of time, Dante. How can we fix it?” I coughed, feeling the thick air weighing down my lungs like lead.
“I know how,” Orlando said softly.
I whirled on him, a sharp hope burning in my heart. “What? What can we do?”
“Not we,” Orlando said. Then he pointed at my chest. “You.”
“Me?”
He nodded.
“You have a plan,” I stated.
“I have an idea,” he corrected. “It might not work.”
“Whatever it is, I’ll do it. I can’t simply stand here and watch the river die.”
“It means traveling to a place where no one has ever been before,” Orlando warned.
“Where?”
Orlando pointed upstream. “There.”
“What’s up there?”
“The beginning of the river,” Orlando answered, his voice calm and controlled.
Fear pulled into a tight knot in my stomach. “What?” I breathed.
“If you walk back along the bank far enough, you will find the point where the river begins. And when you do, you will be able to heal the river.”
The idea staggered me. “Why would you think I could do something like that?”
“Because you can speak the language of time,” Dante chimed in.
Orlando lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I saw what you did to heal Dante. What you did to Zo. It has to be you, Abby. You’re the only one of us who can.” He looked back at the sludge that crawled past our feet. “And it has to be now.”
I swallowed. “But, once I get there—assuming I even can—what am I supposed to do there? Heal the river? I wouldn’t even know where to start.”
“You’ll know,” Orlando said.
“How can you be so sure?”
“Dante said that we all have a gift here on the bank. Mine is that I can see the light of the river. I have seen that same light around you. The river wants your help, my lady. It needs it.”
“You can do it, Abby,” Valerie said.
I looked up at Dante’s face. His clear gray eyes were steady and sure. That small smile that was mine alone curved his mouth.
I swallowed and held out my hand to Dante. “Will you come with me?”
“Yes.” His answer was instant.
“Will you catch me if I fall?”
“No.”
I pulled back, surprised. There was a finality in his voice I hadn’t heard before. And then what he had said hit me, making me blink in confusion.
“What? Why—?”
Dante cupped my face with his hand and brushed his thumb across my lips, silencing my questions. “You will not fall. You will not fail.” He brought his other hand up to frame my face and looked directly into my eyes. “I won’t catch you, Abby, because I won’t need to. You were always meant to fly.”
I caught my breath, feeling a swell of emotion rising up inside me. I nodded, then turned to Orlando.
“I’ll do it. I promise.”
I hugged Valerie and Orlando in turn. Then I took Dante’s hand in mine and together we walked along the edge of the river, heading upstream, heading into the darkness. Heading toward our future.



Chapter 28
The darkness is absolute.
She remembers how the sky above the bank had turned black once before, when the river had been redirected and washed away her family, her past, her life. But this is even darker than that. This blackness breathes. This darkness waits.
She is only a thought. She is a shape without form. She is drifting without moving. She is alone in a darkness that is as tight as a drum, taut as a string.
The tension hums, not quite a sound. Not quite a song.
There is only the waiting. Endless waiting.
She wonders if this is the end. Or the beginning.
After a timeless moment, she realizes this is the before.
The moment before the beginning. This is the anticipation.
This is what they came for. To find this moment, here at the beginning of forever.
And she knows exactly what to do.
Her mouth shapes his name, and her mind rings with remembered echoes. His voice, dark, like chocolate, but also light, like citrus. There are no words yet, just sounds inside her mind, just feelings inside her heart: a laugh as bright as a wish, a sigh as soft as a secret. A kiss as solid as a promise.
She conjures him. Claims him. She speaks his name: “Dante.”
The darkness shivers with the sound. A silver chime blooms like hot glass, turning the darkness from black to gray. Like smoke. Like stars.
The space next to her suddenly has depth and dimension.
And he is there. Present in a way he wasn’t before.
She is holding tight to his hand, the only point of contact in this terrible void. He is close. She can feel the heat from his body. She inhales the scent of his hair, his skin. She listens to his body move, breathe.
The glassy chime ripples outward, resonating through the darkness, reaching . . . searching.
And then, his voice . . .
“Abby.”
The two sounds meet, merge. They are one. They are whole.
And she feels herself take shape in the darkness, take on depth and dimension.
They are no longer lost in the darkness. They are united. They are together, one harmonious whole.
The sounds of their names spiral upward together, filling the blank spaces around them with light and life and music.
The gray lightens to gold, smoky and muted, but light nonetheless.
She can see more of him now. But only an outline.
He is darkness against the emerging light. His hair is the black of closed eyes at midnight. It is swept back from his face, curling against his neck. His skin is shadowed and smooth. His body is long and lean, the shape of strength, of contained confidence.
There is a power in him. She can feel it pulsing through their linked hands. She is surprised to realize that the power is in her too. It feels the same as his, but different. As though they have both taken a small part of themselves and, in sharing it with the other, have been rewarded with more than before.
She feels hollowed out, but not empty. She is filled with the echoes of her name from his lips. She is amplified.
The music grows, each note high and clear.
He takes her hands in his. His thumbs rest in the curve of her palms.
She looks into his eyes, and she can feel her heart beating in her chest, each thump as bright and sharp as a diamond. Her breath is like silk in her mouth. Her lips are dry, but her bones feel like water.
Anticipation burns.
He moves closer. She moves to meet him.
Hands and fingers intertwine. Her head rests on his shoulder—the perfect height. His hands support her back—the perfect balance.
They breathe together. Their hearts find the same rhythm. The music encircles them, envelops them, encases them. She feels like dancing.
She can feel the rightness of the moment.
It is time.
She steps back and withdraws, from next to her heart, a second heart. His heart. A silver shape that had been cracked open.
The heart is empty except for a small key, yet she still feels a heat spilling over her fingers like blood.
She listens to the music that has been born into the space around them. She can speak this language, this music, and so she listens and finds the words she wants to say.
Whole. Together. Renewed.
The note she speaks is all of these words, but mostly it is love.
When she looks down at the heart in her hand, the fractures have disappeared. The cracks are no more. The heart is whole again. Better—it is as though it had never been broken.
She smiles. She knows how important it is to be whole before you can be healed.
A light shines from inside the heart. A brightness that pushes back the darkness like the birth of a star—or a sun.
She holds the locket in her hands and then presses it against his chest. The light penetrates into his skin, casting a glow from the inside. It centers over his heart, rises up behind his eyes.
She speaks once more. The music of healing. The sound of permanence. The words of strength.
The light flares—inside and outside his skin—and she knows it is done. He is healed. He is strong. Better—it is as though he had never been broken.
And then, from out of the distant darkness, a wave of light.
As the light crashes down around them, sparking like fire, flowing like liquid, the music spirals upward on a rising scale, each note glittering with promise and potential.
The light fills the void. There is a bright point on the ground next to where they stand. The point lengthens, elongating into a line that grows thicker and wider until it is a trickle, a stream, a river that flows away into the distance, burning away the darkness as it goes.
It is instantaneous, yet she can feel the exact moment when it happens. The moment when the river of time begins to cut through the bank on its way to the future and forever. When timelessness changes into time.
But before the first tick of time registers, before the river moves with the first ripple of life, in that moment when the light is the brightest, she sees him clearly—who he was, who he is, who he could be. She sees all of him, and he is beautiful. She knows in that moment that she holds his soul in her hands, in her heart, and she is honored by his trust.
She looks deep into his silver-gray eyes and willingly offers her own soul to him in exchange.
She places the newly mended, perfectly whole silver heart in his hand.
His eyes glisten like stars, like moonlight. He lowers the locket into the river. It slides into the light; he lets it go. As he withdraws his hand, a ripple extends outward from his touch. And another ripple extends beyond the first. And then a third follows the second. And on and on and on until the river of light is teeming with ripples, bubbling with life.
It has begun. And there is no calling it back, no stopping it.
The time that pours into the river is forever protected.
The music is everywhere. The music is everything.
The song the river sings is filled with the language of life and love and light.
He takes her into his arms.
Being held by him is as soothing as ice on a hot day. As comfortable as silence.
As intimate as a midnight kiss.
This is what they came here to do. To restore the balance. To cleanse and be cleansed. To be united and reunited, bound together by a power that will last beyond time.
He places his hands on either side of her face. His eyes are endless pools of light, shimmering with the glow of newborn stars. His mouth curves in a small, secret smile.
“Make a wish, Abby,” he says.
She thinks about those words for a long time. Does she know what to wish for?
Yes. She does.
She holds it in her mind, looking at it from all angles. Past. Present. Future.
It is a good wish.
Her wish flies from her lips in a language both specific and sure. A chime of release. Oh, but there is so much more. She knows it will be years—centuries, even—before the last piece of the wish comes true, but she knows that it will. And she knows that it will be happiness when it does.
When he kisses her, it feels like the first sunrise, it feels like the beginning of her life, it feels like coming home.



Chapter 29
Abby?” a voice summoned me up from the depths of a dream.
The dream was of light. A bright, white, energizing beam of light that seemed to shine straight up from the deepest part of the river and turned the whole world electric.
In the center of the light stood three people I immediately recognized: my mother, my father, and my sister.
They were whole; they were together. The light spilled down the river, washing over them, carrying them downstream. But I wasn’t worried about them. I knew in that strange logic of dreams and wishes that my family was restored to me. They were returning home to their proper place and time.
I opened my eyes to find myself cradled in Dante’s arms, my legs stretched out on the ground. My toes looked oddly far away. I wiggled them to make sure they were still attached. My whole body was filled with light, buzzing with a warmth that felt like white gold.
“The river?” I whispered through lips parched dry as bone. “Is it safe?”
Dante nodded. “Yes, Abby, it is.”
“What about you? Are you safe?”
This time when Dante nodded, tears slid down from his eyes. “Yes, I am.”
I touched one of his tears in amazement. In all the time I’d known him, I had never seen him cry before.
“Thank you,” he said. “For healing my heart. For making me whole.”
“And the you that Zo stabbed in the dungeon . . . ?”
“His heart is whole as well.”
“So, is that it?” I asked as the first hint of exhaustion crept closer. “Are we done? Can we go home now?” Knowing that my family was back where it belonged and that Dante—all of him—was whole was a huge weight off my soul.
Dante smoothed a stray curl away from my eyes. “Almost.”
I looked up into his face. “Let me guess. I still need to go to the dungeon, don’t I?”
“If you wouldn’t mind,” Dante said with a small grin. “I know I would really appreciate it.”
“Not at all,” I answered, reaching up to wipe away his tears. “In fact, nothing would make me happier.”
• • •
I left the bank and returned to the dungeon. Part of the wish I had made at the beginning of time was to have a second chance to make this moment right.
In the third cell along the wall, right where he was supposed to be, was Dante. No wound on his chest, no scar to cover a broken heart. He was unmarked and untouched. And with the river cleansed and stable, he probably had no idea anything remarkable had even happened. For him, time had simply flowed as straight and steady as it always had.
As I stood in the doorway, my hand on the frame for balance, I thought that Dante looked exactly as he had when I had glimpsed him in the river and urged him to survive by counting. Still young, still innocent—but with an inner core of strength that would shape him into the man he would become past the door, past the bank.
He was still my Dante, forever and always.
My eyes met his, and I felt like the summer sun had crashed into the dungeon, bringing with it light and life and warmth. I was filled with the promise of a future flowing straight and clean.
I held his eyes with mine for one more moment, and then I smiled.
I saw Dante’s knees buckle a little. He clung to the bars, using them to hold himself up. The torn cuffs of his sleeves slipped down his arms and I saw that his wrists were still bare of any chains.
The river clicked into place with a sound like a door closing.
I wanted to laugh and cry and dance all at the same time. It was done. I had seen and been seen.
The river was whole. Dante was saved. And the circle was finally closed.
• • •
“Is it my turn?” Valerie asked Dante as Orlando and I joined them by the fireplace hearth later that night after Alessandro and Caterina had said good night.
Orlando leaned against the wall, his arms folded across his chest, watching intently.
“Yes, it is your turn,” Dante said gently as he helped her sit in a chair. He knelt in front of her and took both of her hands in his.
I sat next to Valerie, so close that our knees touched. My palms felt cold and sweaty, and no matter how many times I swallowed, I couldn’t quite clear away the cotton in my mouth. Dante said that now that Zo was gone and the river was back to normal, healing Valerie would be easy. I hoped he was right; I hoped she would let him.
“Are you going to sing to me?” she asked, a worried line creasing her forehead.
“No, it’s not a song,” Dante said.
The line deepened. “Is it a story?”
Dante shook his head.
Valerie relaxed. “Oh, good. I have all these songs and stories in my head and I’m tired of listening to them all.”
“I’m sure you are.”
“At least the stories have happy endings again. For a while there, I was afraid they would all end in darkness.” She turned to look at me briefly. “I’m glad the darkness didn’t get you.”
“Me too,” I said.
Dante glanced at me, and I nodded. He took a deep breath and squeezed Valerie’s hands. “I have a poem for you, Valerie. It’s a very special poem. Are you ready?”
Valerie shifted in the chair, straightening her spine and settling her shoulders. Then she tilted her head to the side, first right, then left, like a bird. “Something’s missing.” She frowned. “I’m missing something that belongs to me.”
“What, Valerie?” I asked. “What are you missing?”
“My key.” She twisted around to pin Orlando with a narrow gaze. “I gave it to him.” Untangling her hand from Dante, she held it out toward Orlando. “I need it back now, please. I need to be whole before I can be healed. You do still have it, don’t you? You promised to keep it safe.”
“If I promised, then yes, I still have it.” Orlando reached behind his back and then held his closed fist over her open palm. He spread his fingers. Nothing fell out of his hand, yet Valerie made a scooping motion, bringing her palm directly to her chest and pressing the invisible key to her heart. “Thank you. I feel better already.” She smiled at Dante. “Okay. Now I’m ready.”
Orlando leaned forward, his eyes bright with curiosity.
Dante’s voice started out small and soft.
Your heart beats,
The heat now departs.
The light remains to fill your mind.
Valerie closed her eyes, her face smooth and calm.
Your mind rests,
The test now behind
The past is present is future in your eyes.
Dante continued, his words picking up speed and rhythm.
Your eyes clear,
The fear now dies
To return, to hurt—nevermore.
Tears trickled from beneath Valerie’s closed eyes, streaming down her cheeks.
Nevermore to be broken.
Nevermore to be lost.
This poem now spoken
Forevermore pays the cost.
Dante’s voice faded into silence, but the echo of his words lingered in the space like smoke from a blown candle. I could still feel the rhythm of his words thrumming in my bones.
We all looked to Valerie, waiting, watching. She tilted her head down, her hair falling forward over her face.
I held my breath. The silence stretched out until it reached the corners of the room. I gnawed on my fingernail, chanting a one-word prayer in my mind: Please.
“Dante—” I whispered, but he held up his hand to hold my words. He kept his focus fixed on Valerie.
I glanced at Orlando, but he shrugged his shoulders and remained silent.
Valerie lifted her head. She looked first at Dante, then up to Orlando, then finally at me.
And I could see clearly in her blue eyes the shining light that I had been missing for months. The light of her old self.
“Abby?” she said, her voice trembling ever so slightly. Her tears continued to fall, and when she said my name, my tears spilled over as well.
With a wordless cry, I hugged her to me.
Dante rocked to his feet and stepped back to stand by his brother.
“Valerie!” I said her name over and over. “You’re back. Are you better? You are, aren’t you?”
Valerie nodded. “I missed you so much. It was like I was trapped behind a glass wall and no matter how much I yelled or screamed, no one could hear me or see me or reach me.”
“How do you feel now, Valerie?” Dante asked.
In an instant, she had released me and wrapped Dante in a hug. “Thank you,” she said. “I can’t thank you enough. You are the best River Policeman ever.”
A chill seized my tongue. Even Dante looked a little startled.
Valerie didn’t seem to notice. “That’s what I called you—before. Isn’t it?”
“You remember that?” I asked carefully.
“I remember everything,” she said.
“Everything?” Dante repeated. “I’m sorry. I didn’t intend for you to.”
“I did.” Valerie patted Dante on the arm. “When you gave me that poem, I felt like there was a moment, there at the end, when I could choose. I could let everything go, start over clean, like none of this ever happened. Or I could remember everything—the good and the bad.”
“There was something good about what happened to you?” I asked in amazement.
She tilted her head in thought. “My dreams were surprisingly vivid, which was kind of nice. And knowing my friends cared enough about me to try to save me—even when I felt like I was beyond saving—is worth remembering. And that moment when I was able to stand up to Zo—that felt really good.” She smiled at me, a vintage, authentic, honest-to-goodness Valerie smile with all her spark and sass. “Given the circumstances, I think I made the right choice, don’t you agree, darling?”
I laughed and wiped the tears from my eyes. “Yes, I agree completely.”



Chapter 30
The courtroom was dark and empty. I shivered and rubbed at my arms. Valerie was the first one to enter the room, but that was because she didn’t have the same kind of memories of this place that I had. Or that Dante and Orlando had, for that matter; they both hung back, hovering close to the walls, unwilling to draw too close to the black hourglass door that stood in the dead center of the room.
Dante’s trial had been held earlier that day; his sentence had been carried out. His future had forever changed.
Domenico had let us into the courtroom, warning us to be quick. Before the door closed, I saw Dante pull Domenico aside, whisper a few words, and then hand off a small packet of letters, which the clerk stashed in his ever-present satchel.
I quickly lit a handful of candles, enough to see by, but not enough to be seen from outside the room.
“This is . . . amazing,” Valerie murmured, her low voice carrying in the quiet room. She peered closer at the door, standing on her toes to examine every corner, every carving, every circle and crescent and star. She looked over her shoulder at Dante. “And you did this? By hand?”
“Didn’t you see it before?” Orlando asked. “When you came through from the other side?”
Valerie shook her head, her fingers hovering over the swirls as though she could read the lines like Braille. “The other times I’ve been around the door, I wasn’t quite myself. Plus, nothing beats the original. It looks brand-new.”
“Careful,” I warned, stepping up next to her. “Don’t touch anything.”
“I am being careful,” she said, her mouth turning down in the slightest of pouts. “Honestly, Abby, I’m not crazy.” Then she winked at me. “At least, not anymore.”
Dante joined Valerie and me by the door. We stepped aside so he could face his creation one last time. His eyes roamed over the wood, and I saw his hands twitch as though remembering how it felt to touch the surface, to carve it and change it and make it his own. Then his fingers curled into a fist, the gold chains rippling, and I knew he remembered, too, how he had been honed and changed and claimed in turn.
“It’s strange,” he said quietly, awed and a little afraid. “I’m inside the machine. Even now, I can feel that connection—that echo of being in two places at once. I’m walking and counting and wondering what exactly it is that I’ll see on the other side.”
Orlando spoke up from behind us. “You’ll see me. I’m waiting for you on the other side. That’s what you said, right? That I found you there and saved you.”
Dante turned his back to the door. Without a word, he reached out and pulled his brother into a crushing embrace. “I won’t say it enough then, so I will now. Thank you. Thank you, my brother, for being there for me—always.”
Valerie walked all the way around the door, examining it from all sides. “Dante, seriously, this is a work of art. It’s a masterpiece. It needs to be framed or something.”
“It needs to be destroyed,” Dante said firmly.
“What?” Valerie said, spinning on her heel. “But I thought this was the way home.”
Dante shook his head. “This is not your door. This one is ours.” He nodded to Orlando, who stood a pace away, his face pale in the candlelight. “This door won’t work for you. I don’t know what would happen to you if you tried to use it, and I don’t dare find out.”
“What about Orlando? Will it work for him?”
I didn’t know what to say.
“Orlando is coming with us, right?” Valerie asked. “I mean, we can’t leave him behind.”
Orlando and Dante and I shared a look.
“We’re leaving him behind?” Valerie said in shock.
“We have to,” I said, though it broke my heart to hear the words come out of my mouth.
“No.” Valerie folded her arms and frowned. “That’s not fair.”
“It doesn’t have to be,” Orlando said. “It only has to be what it is.”
“But that doesn’t make any sense,” Valerie protested. “Why can’t he come with us?”
“Because you and Abby are going back to the time where you belong. Orlando is already where he is supposed to be. He only traveled a short distance through time.” Dante hesitated. “And also because the door works in pairs. The other half of this door was destroyed when I came through it from the bank after Zo and Tony and V.” Dante avoided Orlando’s gaze, keeping his attention on Valerie. “Once we destroy this one, Orlando will have nowhere else to go.”
“Then why are we here?”
“Like Dante said: to destroy the door,” Orlando repeated, a tone of finality in his voice. And relief.
Wiping away angry tears, Valerie aimed a kick at the door. The thud of contact sounded like striking rocks. “Fine. So how do we break this?”
Dante and I had talked about this moment, discussing what our options could be, but no matter what solutions we suggested for this impossible problem, there was clearly only one choice.
I stepped toward the door and hesitantly touched the gleaming brass hinge that bound the door to the frame. The metal seemed to quiver under my fingers, shivering like a struck chime. A trill of music sounded on the closed side of the door. I listened to it fade away, wondering if the other Dante walking in the darkness had heard it, and if so, if it had brought him any comfort.
I felt for the small depression in the center of the middle square and pushed. The hinge sprang free with a nearly silent click. The notes from the chime grew louder, playing a melody that resonated through me. With swift and sure motions, I collapsed the hinge down to its compact size. I could feel Orlando’s eyes on me, curious and cautious.
“Did you design it to do that?” he asked Dante. “It’s ingenious.”
“The door won’t work without the hinge,” Dante said as I cradled the mechanism against my chest.
“So, that’s it?” Valerie asked, looking from me to the door. “We came all this way to do that?”
Dante shook his head. “This is only the first part.”
“What’s the rest?” Valerie asked.
In reply, Dante turned to me. I had said that I wanted to be the one to do this, but now that the moment was here, I wasn’t sure if I could follow through.
I took a breath and crossed to Orlando. “You were there for me when I came through the door. You were there for me when my memory was stolen by Zo. You have been there for me every step of the way along this crazy, unpredictable journey. I would have been lost so many times over without you, Orlando.” I looked down at the hinge, my reflection distorted by the flickering candlelight and the polished brass. “And I hope you can be there for me one last time.”
Orlando’s eyebrows drew close together. “What is it?”
“For this to work—for all the circles to be locked closed and for the river to stay clean and stable—we need someone to guard this hinge until . . .” I choked on the words. How could I ask the impossible of Orlando? Of Leo? He was my friend. But he was also the only one who could do it. “Until we meet again more than five hundred years from now.”
I heard Valerie gasp. I felt Dante’s hand touch my back lightly in quiet support. But my eyes were locked on Orlando, waiting to see his reaction.
He didn’t move. Not to breathe, not to blink.
“That is . . . a long time,” he said finally.
It was my turn to remain still. The hinge felt like a thousand pounds in my hands.
“If I say yes,” he offered up his words carefully, “then we will meet again.”
The way he said it made it sound less like a question and more like a wish. But I knew Orlando never made wishes; they were too painful.
I nodded. “Yes. We will meet again. We will actually become good friends.”
Orlando’s gaze flickered to Dante so fast, I would have missed it if I hadn’t been watching for it.
I swallowed, watching as Orlando’s decision moved across his face, the small lines of hope that had appeared around his mouth fading as his expression settled into a fixed determination.
He straightened his spine, tall and strong like a soldier preparing for battle or a lover fortunate to have been chosen. He placed his hand over his heart and bowed low. “I will help you however you need me to. I am yours to command, my lady.”
“Thank you, Orlando,” I said, touching his shoulder as relief and sadness flooded through me. “I will honor your vow.”
He stood quickly, moving his fingers from his heart to his lips before holding his hand out to me, palm up.
I met Orlando’s blue eyes, and I felt a spark of memory ignite inside me. We had stood like this once before, back among the scorched bones of the Dungeon, where he had—then, as now—sworn an unbreakable vow to me.
I knew what to do. I placed my free hand atop his, feeling the hard calluses on the pads of his fingers, the heel of his palm.
“There will come a time when I will need to ask you to honor this vow,” I warned.
“Then I will wait for the day, my lady of light,” he replied with dignity, “when I can fulfill my promise to you and make you proud of me.”
“Oh, Orlando,” I said, throwing my arms around his neck, the hinge still clutched in my hand.
He carefully folded his arms around me, hesitant at first, then tighter when he realized I wasn’t going to let go right away.
“I will always be proud of you,” I said in his ear. “Always.”
Dante cleared his throat and Orlando let go of me, stepping back and taking the hinge from me in the same motion.
“Keep it safe,” Dante said. “We’re all counting on you.”
“There’s one more thing,” Orlando said quietly, his gaze fixed on the hinge in his hands. “Before we destroy the rest of the door.”
“What is it?” I asked. We had asked so much of Orlando; if there was something we could do to make his burden easier, I wanted to know about it.
“Valerie chose whether or not to remember,” he said. “I want the same choice.”
“You want to remember this?” I asked.
“No.” Orlando looked up, not at me, but at Dante. “I want to forget. I don’t want to remember this.”
“Orlando—” Dante started, but his brother held up his hand.
“You said that in all those years to come, I’ll help Zo survive his journey. Zo and Tony and V. But I’ve seen what he did. I know how much he hurt all of you.” His eyes met Valerie’s. “I know how this story ends. And if I remember all that, can you still be sure I’ll help him? For this to work—for all the circles to be locked closed and for the river to be clean and stable”—he echoed my own words back to me—“I can’t remember everything.”
“He’s right,” I said. “His knowing his future could change it irrevocably. We can’t risk it.”
“But he can’t forget everything,” Dante countered. “He needs to know about the hinge—what it’s for, why it’s important.”
“Then let me remember that, but take the rest.” Orlando shook his head. “If I have that many years ahead of me, knowing the truth will kill me. You can’t ask that of me.” He swallowed. “Please don’t ask that of me.”
“You have to do it, Dante,” Valerie said. “It would be a mercy.”
Dante paused, looking to me for guidance. I nodded.
“All right,” Dante said, though his gray eyes had turned dark with pain. “If that’s what you wish.”
My chest felt tight. Dante had worked so hard to reconnect with his brother, saying good-bye like this must be agony.
Dante tightened his mouth into a thin line, gathering the stillness that helped him transform his poetry into power.
Valerie hugged Orlando, long and tight. “I’ll miss you. Be safe, okay?”
When she let go, I touched Orlando’s arm. “It’s going to be all right,” I told him. “Do you trust me?”
His fingers curled around the prongs of the hinge. His eyes held mine. He nodded.
“Then don’t look back,” I whispered. Standing on my toes, I kissed him on the cheek, something soft and sweet. Something to remember me by—for as long as his memory would last.
Dante gestured for me to step back. Then he reached out to grip his brother’s wrists, his strong hands covering the black chains. “Are you sure?” he asked one last time.
“I trust you,” Orlando said, closing his eyes. “Do what must be done.”
With a last look at me, Dante opened his mouth, and, to my surprise, the poem he offered to Orlando was one I knew. One I had heard in a long-ago dream. One I myself had recited on stage at the Dungeon.
In the darkness of night,
demons strut, taunting, goading.
In the light of day,
angels sing glorious songs.
In the time in between,
We live our lives alone and searching.
And sometimes, softly,
You understand damnation.
All is forgotten, all is lost,
All but forgiveness
And the memory of her kiss.
As the last word trailed off into silence, Orlando collapsed to the floor.
I gasped and jumped back. Valerie grabbed my arm.
“Is he okay?” I whispered.
Dante nodded, looking down at his brother with both sorrow and pride on his face. “When he wakes up, he won’t remember us being here. He’ll know he needs to leave—and quickly—and he’ll take the hinge with him. Domenico is waiting outside to help Orlando start his new life far away from here.”
“Then we’ve done all we can do,” I said.
“What about the door?” Valerie asked. “We can’t leave it like this, can we?”
Dante roused himself from his thoughts and picked up a lit candle from the table. He held the flame close to the black wood until the fire caught the carvings, outlining them with light. I wouldn’t have expected ordinary wood to catch so fast, but then again, this was no ordinary door. Before the door could entirely burn, however, Dante extinguished the fledgling fire. Smoke rose from the burn marks left behind. The markings that had once covered the center of the door—the point where the hourglass lines almost touched, the spiral nautilus shell, the hidden heart—had burned beyond recognition.
“Is it done?” I asked.
“It’s enough,” Dante answered, his words clipped. He blew out the candle and dropped it on the floor in front of the door that had been scorched black and stripped bare.
The time machine had been broken, and all that remained was a slab of wood in an empty room.
“Let’s go home,” I said. “It’s time.”



Chapter 31
The three of us stood in a row on the bank. The river looked like polished silver, a ribbon of light, smooth and sleek.
“Are you sure this is the way home?” Valerie asked.
“It’s the only way,” I said.
Dante inched the toe of his boot closer to the river, catching the reflection of time, which made him shine.
“And why are you doing this instead of him?” Valerie said to me but nodding toward Dante.
“Because she can speak the language of time,” Dante answered for me. “And I can’t.”
“I wish I had gotten that gift,” Valerie said. “It sounds way cooler than what I had.”
“I don’t know,” I said. “You could see the connections between people and all the variations of their stories. That’s pretty good, too.”
Valerie shrugged. “I guess.” She turned to Dante. “You’re coming with us, right? I’m done with all this leaving-people-behind nonsense.”
“Yes, I’m coming,” Dante said. “But I can get where we’re going myself.”
“Oh, that’s right. Big bad Master of Time can come and go as he pleases,” Valerie teased.
Dante laughed. “I’m going wherever Abby is going.”
“Where are we going?” Valerie asked.
“Back to the Dungeon. It’s where we left from; it’s where we’ll return to.” I looked across the river to the opposite side. I hadn’t realized I had bitten my lip until Dante spoke quietly.
“The bridge isn’t coming,” he said quietly. “Neither is the door.”
“I know. But I can’t help wondering . . .” I sighed, my eyes scanning the empty bank one last time. “It’s just that you’re a Master of Time—and I’m not. And I won’t be.”
“Things will work out, Abby. You’ll see.” His small smile lit up his eyes.
“So, is there a magic word you have to say?” Valerie asked me. “Open sesame, or abracadabra?” She waved her hand in front of her with a flourish.
I laughed. “Nothing so grand, I’m afraid.”
“Then what are we supposed to do?” she asked.
“This,” I said. I took Valerie’s hand in mine and spoke a single word: home.
And then we both stepped into the river of light.
• • •
I noticed the smell first. A faint whiff of old smoke. The smell of something that had burned and long since fallen to ash.
“Abby?”
I turned around at the sound of Leo’s voice.
Leo stood on the bottom step of the Dungeon, his face alight with joy.
Seeing him there gave me a sudden shift of déjà vu. It hadn’t been that long ago that I had been in this very same Dungeon with Leo, saying good-bye to him before I walked through the door into the past. And it had been just a heartbeat ago when I had said good-bye to Orlando before I returned home to my future. And yet, after all the winding ways of the river, here he was, a little older, a little more worn, but still the same man. The same blue eyes, the same smile.
His eyes went immediately from me to Valerie to Dante. Without a word, he crossed the basement, heedless of the remaining debris that still littered the floor, and pulled his brother into an embrace.
I felt tears in my eyes, grateful that both men had survived their impossible journeys through the hourglass door.
They both carried scars—some visible, some invisible—but there were no more secrets between them. Now they were just two brothers, reunited after centuries apart, ready to face the future together as family.
Valerie sniffed a little as well, wiping away tears from her own eyes.
Leo turned to us, but he kept his arm slung around Dante’s shoulders. “I’m glad to see that you are okay—both of you.”
“It’s good to be home,” Valerie said. “And back to being myself. Though it will also be good to actually be home.” She touched me on the arm and smiled. “Call me later? There’s a hot shower and a long nap I’ve been neglecting for far too long.” She lifted the hem of Caterina’s green dress and headed for the stairs, pausing only long enough to give Dante a hug and kiss Leo on the cheek. “Dante, darling, can you give me a ride home?” she asked. “I’d rather not walk if I don’t have to.”
Dante glanced at me, and I nodded. “Bring back the plans, if you can. I’d like to take care of this as soon as possible.”
“Of course,” he said, gesturing for her to lead the way out of the basement.
As they disappeared up the stairs, I heard Valerie’s voice singing back down, “What the Pirate King caught, isn’t what the Pirate King thought, and we all have escaped from the Pirate King’s plot.” Her laughter was free and easy, and it made me smile to hear it.
“Is she going to be all right?” Leo asked.
“I think she will be just fine,” I said.
Leo cleared away a space on the block of white-and-gold marble that remained beneath the high window. We sat down together; I kicked my heels against the stone, trying not to look at the door in the center of the room, but it was hard to ignore. The second time machine door. The one both Valerie and I had passed through—the only one still standing. The last of its kind.
“It’s good to see you again, Abby,” Leo said quietly. “It’s been a long time.”
“Not that long,” I said. “Considering.”
“It’s been a long time since we’ve both been able to speak without secrets. Back then, you knew my future, but couldn’t tell me about it. And, for a time here, I knew your future, but couldn’t tell you about it.”
“You knew I would go through the door? That when I went back in time, I would meet you on the bank? How?”
He nodded. “Because I remembered meeting you there.”
“But you said you wanted to forget. And Dante’s poem . . .” I furrowed my brow, thinking, and then understanding dawned. “Dante’s poem was selective. Like you wanted.”
“I remembered forgiveness,” Leo said. “And you. I always remembered you.”
“So, you’ve known all along what was waiting for me?”
“No, not everything. And not all at once.” Leo looked down at his hands. “My memories came back slowly, over time. Usually, when important events happened—when I found Dante on the bank, when you asked me to fulfill my vow—I would remember other pieces of the puzzle. I couldn’t always see how they fit together, or what kind of picture they would make, but I always knew that somehow, some way, you would be there on the bank when I needed you.” He finally looked up at me, his blue eyes calm and steady. “Just as Dante needed to see you at the dungeon door, I needed to meet you on the bank. You have done more good than you know, Abby. For both of us.”
A lump surfaced in my throat. “I’m sorry you had to wait so long before I could say thank you. For everything.”
Leo’s smile was a little crooked. “What’s five hundred years or so between friends?”
I didn’t want to ask it, but I had to. “What about Zo? I saw him be unraveled from time, but I still remember him.”
Leo nodded as though he had expected to have this conversation with me. “I remember him too. That’s because what happened with Zo once before still happened this time too. All of it. Zero Hour. The door. His efforts to destroy the river. It all happened.”
“The good and the bad,” I murmured.
“Exactly.” Leo took my hand. “Zo may still be a part of your past, but he will no longer need to be part of your future. That is the good that came from closing the loop. Know that, whatever Zo did, it was his choices that led him to that final moment of destruction on the bank. He’s gone. And you and Dante are not. Your future is your own again. And I consider that to be a happy ending to the story.”
I agreed. I looked up as Dante descended the staircase into the basement.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t back sooner. Your mom wasn’t quite sure what to make of my request.” Dante held up the scuffed binders containing the time machine blueprints. “I told her it was for a project we were working on.”
My heart ached to see my family, but I needed to take care of this one thing first. I turned to Leo, answering the question on his face with a smile. “Then I think we’re ready.”
The three of us gathered around the blackened door frame. The time machine door hadn’t changed, but I had. I ran my eyes over the frame, lingering over the markings that both V and Dante had made.
“Are you sure about this?” Dante asked me. “It’s your door, after all.”
“Positive. It has to go.”
“Once it’s destroyed, no one will be able to travel through time.” I knew Dante wasn’t advocating keeping the door; he only wanted to make sure I knew the ramifications of my actions. He didn’t need to worry, though, because in this case, I knew exactly what I was doing.
For this to work, everything had to go.
“That’s the plan,” I said.
“And speaking of plans,” Dante started. He set the binders against the door. Then he reached into his back pocket and pulled out a matchbook, which he handed to me.
I nodded and accepted the matches, and the responsibility. Dante was right: this was my door. Crouching down, I struck the first match and lit the edge of the papers. The flame caught immediately, the paper turning black and curling into hot ash.
The three of us stepped back as the entire set of blueprints burned red-gold.
The flames spread to the door, racing up the frame and along the front. Heat crackled out toward us in waves. I expected the room to fill with smoke, but the fire seemed to burn inward, consuming and claiming the wood.
I lifted my hand to shield my eyes from the light.
The fire flashed white-hot, then burned out into blackness.
I lowered my hand, blinking until my vision returned.
The markings on the door had been burned away. The air smelled charred, but also clean. I could hear the distant sound of chimes ringing softly, slowly, before they drifted away into silence.
I closed my eyes and listened to my heart. The sound was even and regular. I took in a deep breath, feeling free from any lingering pressure in my lungs, my blood, my body. I could feel my hope turn to joy.
“Is that it?” Leo asked.
I touched his arm. “How do you feel?”
“Honestly? I’m relieved.” He kicked at a lump of gray ash. “I’m glad it’s dead.”
“No.” I increased the pressure on his arm. “How do you feel?”
“I don’t understand,” Leo said, glancing over at Dante.
“What are you driving at, Abby?” Dante’s eyes were curious.
“When we were at the beginning of the river, you asked me to make a wish.”
Dante nodded. “I thought it was so that you and Valerie could come home.”
“It was a little more than that.”
“Was it to close the loop?”
“That was part of it,” I hedged.
“What did you wish for?” Leo asked, a tremor in his voice.
I turned to look at him, my eyes catching his and holding steady. “I wished that, once the doors were destroyed and the river was safe, those of us who were bound to the bank would be released. That we would be returned to the river.”
All the blood drained from Leo’s face, leaving his skin as white as his hair.
“Abby—” Dante started.
“The pressure, Leo. The pressure that tied you to the bank. It’s gone. Can’t you tell?”
Leo covered his eyes with his hands. His shoulders shook with his ragged breathing.
Dante went to his brother’s side. “Leo?” he said, his voice low. Then he cleared his throat. “Orlando?”
At the sound of his true name, Orlando di Alessandro Casella looked up at me with tears in his eyes. He pressed his hand to his heart, then brushed his fingers to his lips and held out his hand to me, palm up. “I have done what you have asked. I waited and watched. I have honored my vow, my lady.”
I stepped forward and placed my palm on his. “You have done all I have asked of you and more. Your vow is fulfilled.”
Orlando drew in a shuddering breath, one that shook him all the way to his toes.
“No more needing to move between the river and the bank,” I said. “No more needing to keep the balance. No more rules. Not for you or me or Valerie. No more endless years of being alone or saying good-bye. We are free from the bank. Free to live our lives like normal people again.”
He couldn’t speak. He simply swept me into his arms, his tears streaming down his cheek and onto mine.
“Your future is your own again too,” I whispered in his ear. “You can live your life, Orlando. The way it was meant to be.”
Dante looked at me, a little awed. “Thank you, Abby,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “Thank you for setting my brother free.”



Chapter 32
The backyard was filled with the noise of joy. I closed my eyes and let the sounds wash over me: the wind through the trees, birds singing. A car driving past, the stereo thumping out the familiar bass notes of a Darwin Glass song. The high giggle of kids, followed by the rhythmic running of footsteps along the sidewalk. A sprinkler clicking on in the neighbor’s yard and water hissing into the air.
I opened my eyes and slowly turned in a circle, taking in a sight that I had feared I would never see again. My family, together again, together forever.
Dad stood by the grill, tending to a row of hamburgers and a trio of hot dogs with a pair of silver tongs in one hand and a bottle of cream soda in the other. He was wearing his “Kiss the Cook” apron that made appearances only for backyard barbecues.
Mom and Cindy Kimball were relaxing together on a picnic bench, talking while a swarm of children—mostly from the Kimball clan—played a spirited game of hide-and-seek. Hannah and her friends Cori and McKenna were sitting back-to-back-to-back under a tree, swapping books and arguing about who was the best Brontë sister: Charlotte, Emily, or Anne.
Jason had brought Natalie to the party, but he seemed reluctant to leave her side for very long or even let go of her hand. She beamed under his constant attention, and it made me smile to see them so comfortable together. Valerie had gathered a lapful of flowers and was teaching Jason’s younger sister, Bethany, how to make a daisy chain to wear in her hair.
Tears filled my eyes. I couldn’t quite believe it. After all this time, I was back home. Back where I belonged.
The summer light felt so good on my face. I couldn’t stop smiling.
“You look happy,” Dante commented, coming up behind me and sliding his hands around my waist.
“I am happy,” I said. “We started the party without you, though; you’re late.”
He pressed a kiss behind my ear. “Sorry.”
I turned in Dante’s arms and looked up into his face. His gray eyes were clear and bright. A smile tugged at his lips. He wore a pair of jeans and a crisp, new T-shirt with the word CREW written across the front. He looked surprisingly comfortable and casual. He looked like he belonged to this time and place now. Like he belonged with me.
“Fancy shirt. Where’d you get it?”
“This?” He looked down at his chest. “Oh, the community theater is staging Hamlet at the end of the summer and I signed up to help build the sets.” He shrugged. “I do have some experience with building things.”
“And with live theater,” I reminded him. “Do they need any backstage help?”
“Maybe. I saw Valerie had signed up to audition for the role of Ophelia. Do you think she can handle it?”
“Probably better than anyone else I know,” I said.
Dante surveyed the crowd with a smile. “Looks like everyone is here.”
I looked around at the happy chaos. “They don’t remember,” I said softly. “It’s been almost a whole week since we got back and no one knows that anything strange happened.”
He traced a gentle finger across the thin scar that marked my cheek—a remnant of our final confrontation with Zo. “Of course not. Why would they? As far as anyone here knows, the river has always been flowing straight and true. Which is exactly how it should be.”
I leaned into his embrace. “How can I ever thank you, Dante?”
He grinned and tightened his hold on me. “You can start by joining me for lunch. I’m starving.”
• • •
That night I dreamed of the bank. It wasn’t a traveling sort of dream; it was more like a memory, or maybe even a wish. In my dream, I stood in the center of a wide open plain. I could almost feel the sand beneath my bare feet. The sky still felt unnaturally close but less oppressive than usual. I felt oddly protected instead of threatened.
The light no longer carried the weird shade of all-time and no-time. Now it reminded me of the moment just before the night decided to transform into dawn. I could almost feel the possibility of a sunrise on the horizon.
Almost. Almost.
I could hear the sound of the river roaring and crashing and hurling forward on its unstoppable journey. It sounded like the ocean, like blood, like breath.
It sounded like music.
A shadow rose in the corner of my eye. Turning, I saw a black door, freestanding in its frame, appear on the bank. It was the only spot of color for miles around. It looked like a hole cut into the world. Though I knew the door was closed, the blackness seemed to open wide, a yawning mouth of endless night waiting in this strange place of endless time to swallow the unwary traveler.
But whatever fear I had once had for the hourglass door was swept away in a rising tide of peace. Without its counterpart, the door was just a door. It no longer had the power to hurt me or the ones I loved. It would no longer rule my life.
An impossible breeze began blowing behind me, a push of warm air that tossed my hair over my shoulders, across my cheeks, into my eyes. The sand beneath me swirled up in golden spirals, miniature tornados that raced across the bank toward the door.
The river hummed and thrummed.
The bank hissed in the breeze.
The sand built up against the front of the door, mounding higher and higher like desert dunes.
The breeze turned into a gust into a wind into a storm.
The door trembled and shook.
An enormous clap of sound rang through the emptiness—a shot, a shout. Or a door slamming closed.
A crack bisected the door vertically, a clean slice that traveled straight through the hourglass carved on the front.
The two halves seemed to hang in the air for a moment, and then, with a rumbling sigh, the door dissolved into uncountable grains of sand.
And then the river washed them all away.



Epilogue
The Cathedral of the Angels was built during the fifteenth century and has remained a classic example of Italian Renaissance architecture to this day.” Our tour guide gestured for the group of fifteen students wearing matching coats with the Emery College name and logo stitched across the breast to follow him deeper into the cathedral.
When Emery College announced that its winter study-abroad session would be held in none other than Florence, Italy, I was the first person to sign up—after Dante. An entire month of touring the finest museums, eating at the finest restaurants, and studying the classics? And doing it all with a gorgeous Italian man by my side? Sounded like a dream come true to me.
“Abby, Dante,” my classmate Katie whispered. “Are you guys coming or what?” She motioned us closer, but Dante slowed his steps, lingering in front of the painted mural on the wall.
“We’ll catch up,” I said, waving her to go ahead and rejoin the group. We wore the same coats as the rest of our classmates, but Dante and I were the only two students who had been to the cathedral once before, though no one but us knew that. The cathedral was still as breathtakingly beautiful as the first time I’d seen it, but the building certainly showed its age. In my memory, the stones were perfectly cut and polished, not crumbling along the edges. I remembered the gold leaf gleaming, not flaking off and looking tarnished.
While Dante studied the mural, I wandered back to the alcoves where a row of statues stood. I was curious to see if what I remembered had remained.
The angel was still there.
His wings were still curved, but the tip of one had been broken off completely. Tears covered his cheeks, but now he also wept from a crack that cut across his eyes.
He had been through a lot and had suffered considerable damage at Zo’s hands, but I was glad to see that he hadn’t been broken beyond saving.
Dante came up behind me and read the small plaque that had been posted on the wall next to the angel. “St. Raphael. Patron saint of—among other things—apothecaries, blind people, happy meetings, travelers, and young people.”
“Sounds like my kind of angel,” I said. I bumped Dante’s shoulder. “I think he looks a little like you.”
He leaned close. “Then you should know that he is also the patron saint of lovers.”
I turned and tilted my face up to meet his. “Is he, now? So, would he approve of us kissing in a church, do you think?”
“Absolutely.” Dante cupped my head in his hands and kissed me with an intensity and a focus that he usually reserved for when he was working with time.
“Abby,” he said, when he finally released my lips. “I have something for you. A present, a secret, and a promise.”
My eyes fluttered open. “A present? What’s the occasion?”
“The one-year anniversary of our first kiss.”
I smiled. “Um, I hate to break it to you, but in that case, you’re two weeks late.”
“Would you believe me if I said that I had lost track of time?” Dante held me loosely around the waist and arched an eyebrow.
“Maybe,” I granted. “It depends on the present.”
He reached into the pocket of his Emery College coat and withdrew a small golden box, which he carefully placed in my palm.
I looked at him, then down at the box. I lifted the lid and gasped.
Nestled into the soft interior was a beautiful, golden oval locket. Like my long-lost, heart-shaped silver locket, this one had been carved and marked on the outside. But the markings on this locket clearly displayed the initials D and A, intertwined until it was impossible to see where one letter started and the other letter ended.
“Do you like it?” Dante asked quietly. “I made it especially for you. I’ve been working on it for a long time; it took me longer to finish than I thought. I’m not as good working with metal as I am with wood, but—”
“I love it,” I interrupted, unable to take my eyes off the locket.
“Good,” Dante said. “And now, the secret. I have been meaning to tell you this for some time.” He hesitated, then said carefully, “I’m no longer a Master of Time.”
“What?” I looked up from the locket in surprise.
“I gave up being a Master of Time,” he said again.
“What are you talking about? When?”
“The day you set Orlando free. I told you then that destroying the door would mean that no one would be able to travel through time again.”
“I didn’t think that included you,” I said. “Otherwise—”
“Otherwise, what? You wouldn’t have burned the door? You would have stayed a prisoner to the bank? You and Valerie and Orlando?”
I didn’t answer; I didn’t have to. I brushed my fingers over the initials on the locket. My thoughts whirled in confusion. How had I not known? I thought back over the last few months, searching for a clue or a hint that Dante had been changed. But there was nothing unusual. Dante was in all my memories, right by my side. And in all that time, I didn’t remember him ever traveling to the bank or along the river. It hadn’t seemed suspicious; I’d assumed he hadn’t traveled through time because he didn’t have to anymore. I hadn’t suspected it was because he couldn’t anymore.
Dante brushed his hand across my cheek. “Abby, it was my choice. Your wish may have set you free, but the power of it touched me as well. And the same way Valerie and Orlando had the choice to remember or to forget, I was given the choice whether or not to stay a Master of Time. It was a simple choice. Leo has seen five hundred years pass by, but we both know the toll it took. I didn’t want that to be my future. I didn’t want to live alone—forever. So when I had the chance, I took it. I chose to let it go.”
I couldn’t speak. Dante’s sacrifice was too monumental; I couldn’t wrap my mind around it.
“Why didn’t you tell me when it happened? Why did you wait until now?”
“Because I wanted it to be here.”
“In Italy?”
Dante shook his head. “Here, at the beginning of this new part of your life.” He covered my hands with his. His gray eyes shone silver, endless and bright. “Because the truth is I chose life—with all its unpredictability and impossibilities and messiness, and with all its joy and beauty and love. I chose you, Abby. I want to be where you are. I want to be by your side as your life unfolds. Not as a Master of Time who will never age, never die. But as me—as Dante di Alessandro Casella.” His voice dropped and his hands shook ever so slightly. “If you’ll have me.”
It wasn’t even a question. It wasn’t even a choice.
“Yes,” I said, and when the word passed my lips, I felt like I was standing on the summer sun.
We both looked down at the locket in my hands. “Dante and Abby. Always and forever,” he promised.
“Always and forever,” I repeated.
“Until the end of time.” Dante fastened the golden locket around my throat, his fingers lingering on the faint scars on my skin. He slid his hands along the curve of my neck, and I turned my face to his, finding his mouth, claiming it with my own.
It was a kiss that shook me to my very soul. Somewhere deep inside me, I felt like a door had been flung open, spilling out white light, welcoming me to my new life. A life where I could be with Dante and together we could follow our dreams wherever they took us. Together. Always and forever.
I couldn’t wait to go through that door and see what waited for me beyond.
I knew I would never let go of this moment.
And I would never look back.



Reading Guide
1. Zo uses music to strip away Abby’s memories, while Dante uses poetry to bring them back. Are there songs, poems, or other works of art that have changed the way you thought or felt?
2. Orlando struggles in the story with wanting to be a hero but feeling like he has failed. What does it mean to be a hero? Which characters demonstrated heroic qualities in the story?
3. The characters all have different gifts and talents that work on the bank: Dante can see the future; Abby can speak the language of time. What are some of your gifts and talents? How can you use them to help other people?
4. Trust is an important element of the story. What is the relationship between trust and love? Can you trust someone you don’t love? Can you love someone you don’t trust?
5. The idea of not looking back is repeated through the book. Are there dangers to looking back too much? What about not looking back enough?
6. When Orlando says that he doesn’t like to make wishes and be reminded of what he doesn’t have, Abby says that he has missed the whole point of wishing. What is the point of wishing? What wishes have you made? Have any of them come true?
7. Dante writes letters to his parents to help reassure them that he will be all right and to tell them the good parts of his story. If you wrote a letter to your parents, what would you say?
8. Zo says that “a promise is a promise, no matter who makes it.” Is he right? Are there some promises that should be broken?
9. Dante tells Abby that forever is a blank canvas and a place where creation happens. What do you think forever looks like? If you could live forever, what would you do?
10. Dante asks Abby, “What did we come here for if not to change things?” Is there anything about your past you would like to change? If given the choice, would you choose to accept the good and the bad? Would you choose to remember, like Valerie? Or choose to forget, like Orlando?
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And finally, to the love of my life, Tracy. There are a million and one reasons why I dedicated all three books to him and he knows all of them. This time, though, it’s for encouraging me to blow up the Buy More. For making me lose Lucky Strikes. And for knowing when to catch me when I fall, and when to let me fly. This victory is for you, Tracy. I love you—always and forever.



Praise for The Hourglass Door
“I never imagined the adventure I’d find when I opened The Hourglass Door. Abby and Dante’s world is intoxicating and I didn’t want to leave. . . . Mangum’s book flowed smoothly and effortlessly and led me through a tale I’ll not soon forget.”
 —www.teensreadtoo.com, 5-star rating, Gold Star Award
“Surprising and intriguing, The Hourglass Door is addictive from the very first page to the last.”
 —YA Book Queen
2009 Book of the Year Award for Young Adult Fiction (The Hourglass Door)
 —ForeWord Reviews
“I found myself swept downriver with Mangum’s Abigail Beatrice Edmunds, or as she prefers, Abby.”
 —www.soullessmachine.com
“With the release of The Golden Spiral, Mangum is firmly securing her place in the world of young adult fantasy literature.”
 —Deseret News
“The perfect romance.”
 —Ally Condie, New York Times bestselling author
2010 Book of the Year Finalist for Young Adult Fiction (The Golden Spiral)
 —ForeWord Reviews
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