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Don’t Close Your Eyes.


Sophie Cavanaugh is not going to let her freak of a cousin’s strange psychiatric condition ruin high school for them both. Not after all the work she’s put into cultivating the right look, and friends, and reputation. But then, Sophie sees something so frightening she lets out a blood-curdling scream—and finds herself stuck in a bizarre parallel world where nothing is safe and deadly creatures lurk just out of sight, waiting for her to close her eyes and sleep…forever.


Could this world be real? Or does insanity run in the family…?
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A note from the author:


Never To Sleep is a novella, not a full-length novel, and it takes place within the If I Die time frame, so please be aware before you read this story that it does contain an If I Die spoiler.





* * *


“I know she’s your best friend and all, Sophie, but Laura Bell has got to go,” Peyton whispered, shoving both gym doors open at once so she could walk through the center of the double doorway for a grand exit. Every entrance Peyton made was a production, and every exit was a statement. This exit said, Get used to the back of my head, bitches, because that’s all you’re gonna see when I lead us to the state dance team championship next year.

What Peyton didn’t understand was that she wasn’t going to be leading us.

I was.

In the entire history of the Eastlake High dance team, an incoming junior had never been voted captain. I was going to be the first. But I needed Laura’s support to make that happen. People fear Peyton’s mouth. They respect my talent. And they like Laura. It was going to take at least two of the three—fear, respect, and congeniality—to claim the prize.

If Peyton got Laura kicked off the team, I was screwed.

“She’s a good dancer, Pey.”

“Yeah. In private. Sometimes in practice. But every time we get ready to compete, she flakes out. With all that nervous vomiting, you’d think she’d be skinnier.” The doors closed behind us, and Peyton stopped whispering. “And now another injury.” That morning, we’d been twenty minutes into the second-to-last practice before the final competition of the year when Laura twisted her ankle. Again. “If she can’t bring it when it counts, why is she here? Someone should show her the door.”

I knew what was coming. It was Peyton’s MO—delegate the dirty work.

“It has to come from her best friend, Sophie,” Peyton said, as we rounded the corner into the science hall, where Mrs. Foley had sent us to get the new dance uniforms she’d left in her classroom. “That’s the only humane way to do this.”

“That’s up to Mrs. Foley. I couldn’t kick Laura off the team even if I wanted to.”

“No one’s talking about kicking her off,” Peyton said, and immediately I realized my mistake. I’d been the first to say it out loud, and that’s the only part of this conversation that would make it back to Laura. “I’m talking about counseling her—as her friend—to do what’s best for herself and for the team. I mean, isn’t that what’s really important here? The team?”

“So, were you thinking about the good of the team when you hooked up with Beth Larson’s boyfriend, at her own birthday party?” I asked, brushing past her to pull open Mrs. Foley’s classroom door. Beth was our current captain, an outgoing senior, and Peyton was determined to replace her in every way possible.

She followed me in and pushed the door shut before answering. “No, I was thinking of the good of the team when I threatened to tell the whole school he’s hung like a gerbil if he ever says anything.” She stomped across the classroom between two rows of desks, without even glancing at all the weird biology stuff. Three-dimensional model of the human heart. A row of microscopes lined up next to the utility sink. A dead frog preserved in a jar of something discolored and gross.

There was even a plastic skeleton hanging from a stand behind Mrs. Foley’s desk. It used to be next to the door, wearing one of the dance team’s sequined headbands, until one of the varsity basketballers—Laura’s ex—had been caught molesting it when Mrs. Foley came in from the hall. Laura called him a degenerate. Peyton pointed out that if Laura was as thin as the skeleton, he wouldn’t have dumped her to hump a plastic teaching tool in front of the whole class.

“We have to be together on this, Sophie,” Peyton said, as I followed her around Mrs. Foley’s desk, where she squatted to open a big cardboard box that had already been unsealed. “I’m constantly sticking up for you, when people start talking about your whack-job cousin. I tell them her issues aren’t hereditary, and there’s, like, virtually no chance you’re gonna flip out on us in the middle of a performance.” Peyton pulled out a plastic-wrapped dance skirt and examined it while I tried not to break my new porcelain veneers from grinding my teeth.

“Kaylee’s mental malfunction has nothing to do with me.” I ripped opened the box next to hers to find it full of matching sequined tops. “I think Kaylee hit her head in the wreck that killed her mom when she was a kid.” I’d come up with no better theory, other than that she was faking crazy just to sabotage my entire existence.

“That’s what I always say. But I need you to help me help you.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“You’re not exactly the picture of mental stability lately,” Peyton said, and my blood began to boil. “I mean, we all understand. Any one of us might be feeling a bit fruit-loopy too, in your position. What, with your mom dying and Scott rockin’ a straitjacket in the psych ward.”


Scott wasn’t in a straitjacket. But I couldn’t tell her that without admitting I’d gone to see him. It was just once, back when they first locked him up, right before Christmas. And I didn’t go to visit. I went to demand the truth about what Kaylee was doing at his house that day, and why he was arrested, and how the hell he could embarrass me like that, in front of the whole school. Then I was going to dump him. Right there, in the hospital. He deserved it, for lying, and humiliating me, and for cheating on me with my own cousin.

He and Kaylee were hooking up. They had to be. Why else would they leave school together in the middle of the day?

But in the end, I couldn’t do it. I wasn’t sure how my dad had talked them into letting me see Scott, but they wouldn’t let me see him alone, and I couldn’t yell at him with my dad and his doctor there. And anyway, it only took one look into his eyes for me to see that even if Kaylee was faking crazy, Scott wasn’t. His words all came out crooked, like he was talking around whatever he wanted to say and couldn’t quite find the point. He was broken, way deep inside, and it only took me three minutes or so to decide that was more than enough punishment for what he’d put me through.

“Look,” Peyton said, drawing me out of my own memories. “All I’m saying is that you’ve been through a lot this year. I know you wouldn’t let any of that get in the way of leading this team if you were captain, but I can’t promise everyone else will agree. Especially after what you did to Laura’s hair.”

“That was an accident.” The freaky, I-can’t-really-remember-what-happened sort of accident. All I remember is that Kaylee was there—she’s there every time anything weird happens—and afterward, Laura’s mom made my dad pay for an emergency haircut, then tacked on a day at the spa, for mental anguish.

“Right. You accidentally cut a chunk of your best friend’s hair off at the scalp. That was social road rage, if I ever saw it. And—between the two of us—it was well played. But to the uninformed, it might look like the Cavanaugh family resemblance is starting to show.”

“Wow. I’ve seen more subtlety from angry gorillas at the zoo. And they’d probably look better in this,” I said, holding up one of the plastic-wrapped dance tops.

Peyton glared at me for a second, then shook the insult off and shrugged. “I just thought you should know what everyone else is saying. But you can still turn it around. It would go a long way toward convincing people you still have the team’s best interests in mind if you were to help Laura see the light. Think about it, Sophie. Think hard.”

She stood with her box under one arm, and I tried to make her trip over her wedge heels with the power of my hatred alone. When the door slammed shut behind her, I took a deep breath and stood with the remaining box, already plotting how best to bring Peyton down.

Clearly, I’d sheared the wrong friend….

When I was sure Peyton was far enough ahead of me that I wouldn’t have to stare at the back of her head, I lifted the last box and tucked it under my arm. It wasn’t heavy, but it was big and awkward, and it seemed to poke me in all the wrong places. Like Peyton’s mouth.


At the end of the hall, I rounded the corner, thinking of all the reasons I deserved to be team captain and she didn’t. I was up to “Peyton thinks better on her back than on her feet” when a classroom door flew open in front of me and smashed into the entire length of my body. An ugly grunt of pain exploded from my mouth and the hall tilted around me as I went down on my butt, and the box of uniforms slid across the floor.

“Oh, shit, are you okay?” A guy knelt at my side, and I blinked, stunned, trying to draw reality back into focus as my vision doubled, then threatened to multiply.

“That depends. Are you triplets?”

He laughed. “No, there’s only one of me.”

And one was plenty. As my vision merged, his eyes were all I could see—dark brown, with tiny flecks of green and gold in his irises, like jewels had gotten caught there. They were beautiful.

Or maybe that was the concussion talking….

He brushed a strand of hair from my forehead and frowned. “Looks like it’s gonna bruise. I’m sorry ’bout that.”

I’d never seen him before. I would have remembered those eyes.

“How do you feel?”

“My face hurts. And I’m a little dizzy,” I admitted, surprised by the dazed, echoey sound of my own voice.

He grinned, and his smile was as nice as his eyes, and suddenly I was even dizzier, but I couldn’t blame that on my fall. “Well, that’s what you get for walking into open doors.”

Irritation flared inside me, and his face zoomed into clear, crisp focus. Straight nose. Strong chin. Smooth, dark skin from some exotic heritage I couldn’t pinpoint. “I didn’t walk into anything. You—”

“I’m kidding. That was totally my fault.” His smile widened and I kind of forgot what I was saying. And that I was still sitting on the floor. “Before I put you back on your feet, we better make sure there’s no permanent damage. Do you remember your name?”

I rolled my eyes. “Sophie.”

“And what day of the week is it?”

“Tuesday.”

“Good. I think you’re okay, Sophie, but just to be sure—and this is for purely medical purposes—what’s your phone number?”

I laughed out loud. “Does it usually take blunt-force trauma for you to score a phone number?”

“This is a first, but a potential concussion does seem to be an icebreaker.” He stood and reached for my hand. I gave it to him, but instead of pulling me up, he frowned, and his eyes narrowed, staring into mine like he was looking for more than just irises and pupils, and tiny red veins.

“What’s wrong? Am I bleeding?” I touched my nose with my free hand, desperately hoping it wasn’t swollen from impact with the door. That would be just my luck. A beautiful boy literally knocks me off my feet, and it turns out he can’t stop staring because I look like the loser in a boxing match.

“No, I just thought I felt… Nothing. Never mind.” Then he blinked and finally pulled me to my feet. “There’s no obvious damage. In fact, you look pretty damn good for someone who just got smashed in the face with a door.”

His hand lingered in my grip until I reluctantly pulled mine back.


“What’s this?” He knelt to pick up a dance shirt that had fallen out of the box and half escaped its plastic wrapper. Then he held it up in front of me, obviously trying to picture me in the skimpy, snug halter top.

“It’s a uniform. I’m a dancer.”

“I could tell by how gracefully you crashed to the floor.” His mischievous grin widened. “You wear this?”

“Yeah. Well, I haven’t worn this one yet, but I will.”

“And you’re going to dance around in it? In front of people?”

“I don’t ‘dance around.’ I perform. It’s a sport. It takes a ton of discipline, and practice, and stamina.”

“That sounds more like football. I thought dance was about grace and beauty, and self-expression through movement.”

I blinked, surprised, and he laughed. “It’s written on the side of your box.”

I glanced at the box on the floor. Beneath the manufacturer’s label, the definition of dance he’d quoted was printed in a pretty, scrolling font.

“So which is it?” He raised his brows in challenge as he watched me with a quiet smile. “A sport or an art?”

“It’s both. An athletic art.” Although, at the competitive high school level, it was usually just a bunch of choreographed jumping around and gyrating to recorded music. “You have to have perfect control over your body in order to make it say what you want to express.”

“So, you’re saying that you wear this—” he held the top up by one strap, and for the first time, I realized how little material was actually there “—while you express things with your perfectly controlled body? And you have a lot of stamina?” His brows rose suggestively. “I think I’m gonna like this school.” Then he offered me his right hand to shake. “Did I mention my name is Luca Tedesco?”

I shook his hand briefly, and too late, I realized his smile was contagious. “You’re new?” I said, taking the uniform top from him.

“I start next week.”

“Senior?” He was tall. Nicely built. He could be a senior.

“Junior. You?”

“Sophomore. But only for the next couple of months.” Then school would be out for the summer, and I’d return as the first ever junior-year captain of the Eastlake dance team. “So, what were you doing in there?” I asked, glancing past the door that had nearly killed me into the empty history classroom beyond.

“Looking for a little excitement.”

“Did you find it?”

“I have now.” He looked right into my eyes again, and again I wondered what he was looking for. “I feel bad about nearly killing you with a door. Let me make it up to you? I could carry this box full of hard-core sports attire…wherever you’re taking it.”

“No, that’s okay.” Like I was gonna let the pretty new boy anywhere near Peyton before I’d had a chance to thoroughly stake my claim.

“Since I’m the one who gave you this bump…” He brushed hair back from my forehead, and I winced when his fingers touched a tender spot just above my temple. “I think you should let me do the heavy lifting, until you’re fully recovered.”

Well, if you insist… My afternoon was looking better already.


I smiled at him. “I’m still a little dizzy. Who knows how long that could take?”

“I’ll clear my schedule.” He replaced the shirt that had fallen out and picked up the box. “Which way?”

“Take the next right, and head straight for the double doors.”

We were almost to the hallway junction when Luca stopped in the middle of the floor. His eyes narrowed at nothing, then closed entirely, and when they opened, he looked…cautious. Like he’d seen something or heard something weird. Or like he’d felt a draft. But all I could hear were some locker door squeals and muted voices from around the corner, and I couldn’t see anything but an empty stretch of hall in front of us. And there was no breeze.

“Yeah. Let’s go this way.” He took my arm and started to turn back the way we’d come.

I pulled loose from his grip. “The gym’s that way.”

“Is there another route?” He frowned at the intersection behind me, and I turned to look again, but there was nothing there—just the junction of two hallways, with a set of restrooms on opposite corners.

“Only if we go around the whole building. Are you okay?”

“Yeah.” Luca fell into step beside me again, reluctantly this time, and I took a critical sideways glance at him. He was beyond gorgeous. But Eastlake High was full of pretty people who acted like total freaks. I blame the local water supply. Which was why I drank bottled water.

Still, Luca was new, and he was hot, and he was the first guy who’d looked at me with something more interesting than pity in his eyes since my mom died and my boyfriend was committed to a mental institution. If the universe was finally throwing me a bone—and let’s be honest, it owed me the whole damn skeleton, after the year I’d had—I wasn’t going to throw it back without at least taking a good look at the offering.

We turned the corner, and I glanced up when the voices I’d heard fell into a sudden hush. There were only a few people left in this corridor, and they were all staring at a couple in the middle of the math hall, making out like they were trying to swallow each other whole.

I didn’t recognize the guy’s pale curls or athletic build, but I would have known her anywhere. Thin, curveless body that she didn’t know how to showcase to its own advantage. Plain, thick brown hair that could be pretty, if she’d use a decent conditioner or let me flatiron it. But she never did, so I’d stopped asking when I was twelve, and I realized it’d be easier to pretend I didn’t know her than to try to explain how she could be so mousy when we sprang from the same genetic line.

“Who is that?” Luca whispered, and I had to swallow a groan. Of course the first things he’d see at Eastlake were me, flat on my butt with a bruise rising on my forehead—not my finest hour—and Kaylee, starring in yet another public spectacle.

I shook my head. “I’ve never seen him before, but she’s my cousin. And that is not her boyfriend. I swear, she is such a closet slut.” She’d gotten double detention for public display with Nash two days ago.

Luca glanced at me with upraised brows. “Looks like the closet’s open.”

“Great.” The only thing worse than a quiet, crazy cousin was a slutty, skanky cousin with an exhibitionist streak. At least Peyton knew how to keep her secrets secret.


For the millionth time, I wished my parents had let me change my last name so people would stop mistaking me and Kaylee for sisters. That’s all I’d wanted for my thirteenth birthday, and those little-girl diamond heart earrings were a poor substitute.

A second later, Nash and his creepy, goth-freak friend stepped around a corner on the other end of the hall and stopped cold, staring just like we were. I couldn’t decide whether to stick around for the fireworks, or run from the drama before I became collateral damage by association. Again.

“Kaylee?” Nash said, and my cousin and the mystery hottie jumped apart like someone had lit a fire at their feet.

I ducked into a classroom doorway, behind a row of lockers, and Luca glanced at me in surprise. “That’s her boyfriend. At the end of the hall, with the scary brunette.”

Luca stared down the hall again, and when the shouting started, I grabbed his arm and pulled him around the corner with me. “You’re right. Let’s go this way.” I started back the way we’d come and he fell into step beside me, still carrying my box, as the drama behind us grew louder and even more embarrassing.

“I take it you’re not close to your cousin?” Luca said, watching me with those beautiful eyes.

“I’m close to never speaking to her again. Does that count?”

“Why? What’d she do?”

“You mean other than the Jerry Springer-worthy public display back there? She lived with me until this year—her own dad didn’t even want her around for, like, thirteen years—and she’s been trying to wreck my life since junior high.”

“With serial public displays of affection?”

“No, that’s a recent development.” Thank goodness. “Kaylee’s kind of…unbalanced.”

“Meaning, she falls over a lot?”

“Ha-ha. She’s nuts. My eighth grade dance recital? We had to leave before my solo because Kaylee had this stupid panic attack.”

“A panic attack?”

“She was totally faking. She just started screaming at the top of her lungs, for no reason at all, and everyone stared at us, and my dad had to carry her out like a baby. Every time she does it, they fuss over her like she’s all fragile, when it’s my life she’s turning into a public tragedy every time she opens her mouth.”

“And you’re sure she does it on purpose?”

“So sure. She’s a social assassin. She sabotaged my run for Snow Queen. She got my boyfriend arrested and committed to a mental institution, and—”

“Boyfriend?” Luca looked disappointed, and my pulse rushed so fast I got a little dizzy again.

“Ex.”

But the worst part—the part I hadn’t told anyone—was that she was there when my mom died. Kaylee did something—or, at the very least, she knew something—but she wouldn’t tell me what really happened. She couldn’t even come through for me the one time I truly needed her help, yet she went to great lengths to hold me back from the social existence I was born to live.

“The moral of the story is that my cousin is a malicious freak, and you should avoid her like the social equivalent of the black plague.”


Luca’s brows rose. “That sounds a little harsh.”

I shrugged. “Survival strategy. If you’re not careful, this place will eat you alive, and Kaylee’s like bait for the beasts.”

“You make your school sound like a war zone. Should I come dressed for battle?”

“Always.” And it doesn’t hurt to have designer labels on your chain mail. “The key is to know which battles are worth fighting.”

“Would these be dance battles?” Luca said, his eyes sparkling with good humor. “If so, I’m afraid I’m not very well trained. Maybe you could give me some pointers.”

“Yeah,” I said, trying not to look or sound as nervous as I felt. He was so pretty, and he’d just heard all about my psychologically challenged cousin and wasn’t scared away. “I could probably make time in my schedule for some private—”

A boy appeared in the hall, right in front of me, inches from where I’d been smacked by the door minutes earlier. I squealed and jumped back, my heart pounding so hard I could hear it echo in my ears. “What the hell?” I backed away, my gaze glued to the boy who’d appeared out of nowhere, kneeling, head bowed like he was praying, hands flat on his own thighs.

“Sophie, wait…” Luca came toward me, his focus shifting between me and the guy in the middle of the floor, like he was afraid to let either of us out of his sight. Me, and the guy who shouldn’t exist. Who hadn’t moved since he’d materialized, right in front of us.

How hard had that door hit me?

“You see him?” I demanded, eyes wide, pulse racing so fast my vision was starting to blur. “It’s not just me?” Maybe Kaylee wasn’t faking crazy after all. Maybe it was hereditary, and I was losing my mind too.

“I see him. He’s real.” Luca backed toward me, the box still tucked under his left arm, his right hand held out at his side, like he’d grab mine.

“Then why aren’t you freaked-out?” I couldn’t drag my gaze away from the guy-who-shouldn’t-be, still kneeling in black pants and a white button-up shirt like he was on his way to church. Or to wait tables. How did he get there? Why wasn’t he moving?

“I’m good under pressure,” Luca said, his voice soft and steady. “When I say go, we’re both going to run.” He knelt carefully and set the box down. “Okay?”

I nodded, but he couldn’t see that, because he was still watching the boy, who hadn’t moved. Who wasn’t breathing. “What the hell just happened? How are you so calm?” I demanded.

“I’m faking it. Give me your hand.”

“I don’t understand….”

“Sophie,” Luca whispered fiercely, and I slid my hand into his just as the boy in the white shirt looked up. Slowly. Like he wasn’t sure he wanted to see us any more than we wanted to see him. Which was probably why his eyes were closed. A strand of dark hair fell over his ear, and his hand twitched on his leg, his thumb scratching across the black cotton. He was older than I’d thought at first. Too old for high school. The boy-who-couldn’t-be-there was really a man-who-couldn’t-be-there, but that fact barely even registered, because that wasn’t the part of this that made no sense.


I was breathing too fast. My lungs were starting to burn, and the hallway looked hazy. I’d passed out once—the night my mom died—and that’s what the world looked like right before I lost consciousness.

“Ready?” Luca whispered, and I nodded again, as the man in the white shirt stood. Then he opened his eyes.

And I screamed.

I screamed so loud my throat burned and my lungs ached.

Those weren’t eyes. They had no color. No irises and no pupils. They weren’t bluish, like the whites of normal eyes. They were bright white and blank. Empty. Like someone had scooped out his eyes and shoved miniature cue balls into his head in their place.

The man who couldn’t be there had eyes that couldn’t be real, and I couldn’t stop screaming, even when Luca squeezed my hand, wincing from the pitch of my scream, and tried to pull me away from the man without eyes.

Then the world went gray, and I screamed even harder. Fog rolled over the dingy tile floors, covering the impossible man’s feet, lapping at my own calves. Something moved in the fog—a slithery, sliding thing I couldn’t quite focus on. So I closed my eyes and the air changed around me, but I didn’t stop screaming.

I couldn’t, until I realized that my voice sounded different now. Less echoey, like the walls around me had changed and were bouncing the sound back at me differently now.

The shock of that realization choked the scream from my throat, and Luca’s fingers slipped from my grasp. A warm hand cradled each side of my face, and my eyes flew open as I sucked in a deep, chest-rattling breath.

Luca stared back at me from inches away, his eyes bright but wide with fear, his forehead deeply lined.

“What the hell happened?” I whispered. I tried to look around, because the hall felt…weird. Hell, it smelled weird. But he held my head in place and I could see nothing but him and I could feel nothing but his fingers, steady and strong, while my heart raced in panic. “Where are we?”

“Sophie, listen to me very carefully,” he whispered, and I was glad I’d whispered too. Everything I’d ever known before that moment seemed suddenly, terrifyingly, irrelevant, and the only thing I knew for sure was that I did not want to be heard here. Wherever here was.

I nodded, and his face blurred beneath the tears standing in my eyes.

“We are going to turn around and head straight for the nearest exit. Do not let go of my hand, and do not look around. Don’t make any noise. Don’t run unless I tell you to. And don’t touch anything. Understand?”

“No.” I blinked and the tears rolled down my cheeks in hot trails I couldn’t wipe, because I was afraid to move. “I don’t understand anything.”

“I’ll explain as soon as we get out of here. Okay?” His hands dropped from my face, and I nodded. Then I took my first look around. And immediately understood why he’d told me not to.

“How did we get here?” I whispered.

“I don’t know,” Luca said, and somehow, that made everything worse.


We were in a corridor, but it took me a second to realize that, because the walls were crawling with plant life. Literally. Dark green vines—some as thick as my thumb—squirmed over, under, and through themselves slowly, covering every single inch of walls I could hardly see through the tangles of heart-shaped leaves that bled to red on jagged edges. Thorns grew across from the leaves, an inch long and as sharp and thin as the sewing machine needles from my Life Sciences class. The thorns scraped other parts of the vines as they crept, leaving thin cuts that leaked a gooey, rank fluid.

“What is that?” I whispered, edging away from the nearest wall as the thin end of one vine reached for me like it knew I was there. My voice shook. My hands shook. This was impossible. All of it. This couldn’t be real.

Luca grabbed my arm, and I turned to see that he’d stopped me from stepping on another, thicker vine crawling slowly across the floor toward us.

“Crimson creeper. Don’t touch it.”

I had no intention of touching it. But I had to know. “What happens if I touch it?”

“The thorns secrete a fluid that will digest your organs from the inside out, over a period of about a week. But you’ll die screaming some time during the first twenty-four hours.”

My breath caught in my throat and refused to move. “You’re serious?”

“I never joke about carnivorous plants. Except that one in Little Shop of Horrors.”

“Little what?”

“Little Shop…” He stopped and shook his head when he found no comprehension in my eyes. “Never mind. My dad likes musical horror. You wouldn’t believe how many times I’ve sat through Rocky Horror Picture Show and Sweeney Todd. Watch where you step.”

“Ugh. Why are these things growing inside the building?” I said, when one of the thick green vines curled up at its end, like a creepy finger giving me a “come here” gesture. “I don’t even like regular plants. Except for corsages and long-stemmed roses.” And those only hurt you when they don’t show up.

Luca laughed, like it didn’t bother him that we were suddenly someplace where killer plants grew on interior walls, even though we hadn’t actually gone anywhere. But his laugh sounded kind of forced, like maybe it was for my benefit. “Haven’t you ever been camping?” he said, and I had to glance at him again to see if he was serious.

“Only if you count my thirteenth birthday sleepover, when ten of us camped out on air mattresses in the living room, watching a marathon of America’s Next Top Model. You know, in high definition, on a fifty-inch screen, you can see every single pore on a person’s face. Close-ups are way overutilized.”

“Um, no. That doesn’t count. You’re not camping unless you’re communing with nature.”

“I’d rather ‘commune’ with my air conditioner, my electric lights, and my LCD screen.” Bugs, poison oak, and bottom-dwelling pond fish were not on my list of spring must-have accessories. “Where are we, Luca? Have you been here before?”

“Here specifically? No.” He frowned and took another careful step. “But…that’s kind of a complicated question.”

“This is a nightmare, right?” I whispered, tiptoeing through the tangle of vines slithering slowly toward us on the floor, inhaling and exhaling with deliberation. “Please tell me I’m asleep?” Because none of this made any sense.


“This is definitely a nightmare, but you’re not asleep. Crimson creeper only thrives where there’s a steady food supply, which means we’re not alone. We have to get out of here. Where’s the nearest exit?”

“How the hell should I know?” I backed carefully away from another vine, and my gaze snagged on something caught in a tangle of green on the wall to my left. Something small and furry. Something dead, dripping yellowish gunk through an open wound on its leg.

Ew! Disgust overwhelmed my fear for the first time in the three minutes since I’d opened my eyes in hell, and I clutched Luca’s hand tighter.

“Sophie, look at me,” he said softly, and I did. He was the only thing in this whole nightmare worth looking at anyway. He was the only part I wanted to still see when I woke up. “This is your school. You know where we are. How do we get out?”

I shook my head. “This isn’t my school. I’ve never been here before.” Not even in my very worst fears. Not even in my nightmares.

“Yes, you have. Look.” He pointed at the floor. “The same tile.” I looked down to find dingy whitish floor tiles, identical to the ones we’d been standing on before the world of bizarre opened its mouth and swallowed me whole. Only this tile was crawling with creepy green eat-you-alive vines. “We never left the school. We just kind of…fell through the layer we live in and landed in the one beneath that. Like the layers of a cake—if you stick your fork through one and into the next, you’re still touching cake. And we’re still in your school. Down there’s the water fountain. See?”

I had to look extrahard to see the fountain, because the stainless steel box was almost entirely covered by yet more vines. But it was there. He was right. Somehow, this was my school, and that was the fountain outside Mrs. Foley’s biology class, in the science hall. Which meant that the nearest exit was…

“Teacher’s lounge. Around the corner on the right. It opens into the quad.”

“Let’s go.” He took my hand again, and we picked our way carefully through the vines slowly twisting on the floor, grasping toward our feet with every step.

“How is this possible—these layers? This is my school, but…it isn’t. It’s like a Halloween maze with the same blueprint as my school. But that doesn’t make any sense. How can a school have layers?”

I never thought I’d miss the ugly floors and painted-white cinder-block walls. And the lockers! I could hardly tell they were there, beneath the mass of vines tangled in and all around them now. Tiny vines even grew from the locker vents to trail to the floor.

“This is…well, the easiest way to explain it is…this is an alternate dimension.”

“An alternate dimension? Like that fantasy role-playing gamer crap, with swords and magic elves?” Great. I’d been sucked into nerd hell. Shouldn’t there be a different one for people who’d never banished an evil magician or LOL’d in an RPG chatroom?

“Um… Less Lord of the Rings and more Alice in Wonderland. Only scary,” Luca said. “This world is a reflection of our world, only everything’s…different. Warped. Discolored. Disproportionate.”

“I’d say that sounds crazy, except that it actually looks even crazier than it sounds.” I pulled Luca to a stop to ask the question twisting my stomach into knots. There was only one real explanation for all this, and it had nothing to do with cake layers and fantasy role playing. “Am I insane?”


He must have heard the very real fear in my voice because he turned to look at me, in spite of the vines still snaking toward us like they were drawn to our scent or our sound, or maybe just the air we disturbed with every step.

“This is real, Sophie. And based on the fact that you haven’t freaked out yet, I’d say you’re astonishingly stable.”

“Or maybe I’m in shock.”

He shrugged. “Always a possibility.”

“So, how did we get to this dimension?” I asked, stepping over and around vines again.

“It’s called the Netherworld. Around here, anyway. They may call it something else in other regions of the world. Nether means—”

“Under. Beneath. I know. Like nether regions. If you’re telling me this place is the crotch of the world, I’m not gonna argue,” I said, and Luca laughed softly. “But how did we get here? Does this have something to do with that guy with no eyes? Is he from here? Did we get traded for him, like some kind of exchange program? One freaky eyeless Netherworld guy in exchange for two normal, tragically beautiful people from our world?”

Luca glanced back at me in surprise, and I rolled my eyes. “We’re about to be devoured by man-eating plants. Shouldn’t we at least acknowledge how attractive our respective bodies are before they’re digested from the inside out?”

“Is that your way of fishing for a compliment?”

“No.” I already knew I was pretty. Not that I would have hated hearing him say it. “My point is that this isn’t a fair trade no matter how the U.S. dollar stacks up against whatever the Netherworld currency is.”

Luca exhaled softly, and his hand tightened around mine. “Sophie, we are the Netherworld currency.”

My heart did a somersault in my chest. “What does that mean?”

“That means that we aren’t safe. I don’t know what you are, but I can’t actually control the dead, no matter what people think about necromancers, so we—”

“Whoa.” I pulled him to a stop again, frowning up at him. Maybe I wasn’t the crazy one at all. “I only understood part of that sentence, but it sounded like you said you don’t know what I am.”

Luca stared at me through narrowed eyes, like he was studying me. Just like he had when he’d pulled me off the floor at school. At my real school. “You don’t know either, do you?”

“I don’t know anything right now, except what I am. I’m a sophomore, and a dancer, and a student council member, and a dance committee member, and—”

Luca laughed. “Sophie, you’re much more than all of that.”

“Um, thanks.” I guess. “What does that mean, exactly?”

“I don’t know.” He frowned. “I’d hate to guess without more information, but I can tell from touching you that you’re not human.” He held up our joined hands. “Not entirely, anyway.”

I pulled my hand from his grip. “Okay, being hot will only get you so far, and you should know that telling a girl she’s not entirely human is not considered a compliment. At least, not in my world.” Though I was seriously starting to doubt he was a native of my world. Or even planet earth.


“Sophie, look around. Pay special attention to the man-eating vines and the fact that we’re no longer in your world. Think back to the man with no eyes. With all that in mind, does it really seem so crazy to think that you may not be entirely human?” He shrugged, and though his eyes sparkled, his grin looked almost shy. “I’m not.”

“You’re not…human?”

“Well, I am human. But I’m more.”

More? “What are you?” I wasn’t convinced that “more” was even possible, but the evidence slithering across the floor toward us was pretty damn convincing of…something. Maybe we were both crazy. Maybe we were really sharing a delusion in some real-world psych ward. Maybe my ex-boyfriend was in the room next door.

Maybe Kaylee was actually the sanest person I knew.

I squeezed my eyes shut and shook my head—that was the scariest thought I’d ever had.

“I’m a necromancer,” Luca said, and I opened my eyes to look at him. “But that doesn’t mean what most people think it means.”

“Well, I’m not most people. I have no idea what that means.”

Luca chuckled, and we started picking our way down the hall again, carefully avoiding vines. “Thanks to movies and popular fiction, most people think necromancers can control the dead. Of course, most people also think necromancy is fiction.”

“But it’s not?” Control the dead? What did that even mean? How can you control something that isn’t even alive?

“Necromancy is as real as I am.”

I lifted one brow at him and stepped over a tangle of vines wrapped around something still squirming within the knot. “I’m kind of questioning my own sanity at the moment, so I’m not convinced you’re real right now either.”

Another laugh. “Necromancy is real. I’m real, you’re real, and all this is real.” He spread his arms to take in the deadly vines, their rank, leaking juices, and the building they seemed determined to take over from the inside out. “Normally, I’d try to acclimate you to this new reality slowly—well, normally, I wouldn’t have told you any of this—but since we’re here, obviously, I think we’re in a sort of deep immersion situation. Like when you move to a foreign country, to learn the language.”

“Okay, so what is a necromancer?” That word had triggered something in my memory. Something too disgusting to be academic, despite the educational sound of the word I couldn’t quite remember. “You, like, like the dead? Physically?”

Luca frowned in confusion. Then his eyes widened, and he laughed again, louder this time. “No. That’s a necrophiliac. Same root word—completely different concept.”

“Oh. Good.” ’Cause…ew. “So, what’s a necromancer? What do you do?”

“That’s kind of complicated. The part that’s easy to explain is that I…recognize the dead.”

I burst into laughter, then slapped one hand over my mouth and glanced over my shoulder. The hall was still empty. I wasn’t sure what we were hiding from, but I really didn’t want to be found.

“So, you see dead people? Is that what you’re trying to say? Like, ghosts?”

“No. Not ghosts. People. Like that guy in the hall, with the white eyes. He was dead.”


I stopped walking again, and Luca tugged me forward to avoid a thin vine snaking toward me from the vent in a locker. “But he was moving. Dead people don’t move. That’s kind of a trademark characteristic of the deceased.”

Luca shrugged. “There are several different kinds of ‘dead.’ That guy was a reaper. They’re not supposed to kill at random, but they’re also not supposed to show up, fully corporeal, in the middle of a high school hallway either. Which is why we were going to run. But then we wound up here instead.”

“Wait, reaper, as in Grim Reaper? That was the Grim Reaper?”

“That was a reaper. One of many. But something’s wrong with him.”

I blinked, and he pulled me forward again when my feet stopped working. “Okay, time out. That’s all the crazy I can take for now. I want to go home. What do I have to do? Click my heels together?” My shoes weren’t ruby, nor were they slippers, but for what my dad paid for the designer label, they damn well ought to take me wherever I wanted to go.

“Um…I don’t think that’ll do it, Dorothy, so I suggest we find someplace safe to figure this out.”

Figure it out? “Wait.” Irritation flared in my chest, like when I spent too much time with Peyton. “You know where we are, but not how to get back? How is that even possible?”

“Crossing dimensions is a little more complicated than crossing the street.”

“So, are we stuck here forever?”

“Nope. We’ll be devoured alive long before forever gets here.”

Great. Man-eating plants, animated dead guys and one-way travel. “Anything else I should know?”

“Yeah. Don’t drink water from any local source.”

“Why not?” I hadn’t realized I was thirsty until that moment. Was that some kind of subliminal suggestion? Or whatever?

“The water here has chemical properties, and drinking it is like drugging yourself,” Luca said, and chill bumps popped up all over my arms.

“With what?”

“Sedatives. Amnesiacs. Stimulants. Something different from every source.”

“Amnesiacs?” I frowned, trying to wrap my mind around the concept. “Like, it makes you forget who you are?”

“It works differently on different people,” he said. “Some forget their names. Others forget where they are. Some lose memories from childhood.”

Maybe I wasn’t thirsty after all.

We were nearly to the corner when I realized we’d passed several classrooms, but with the doors closed and covered by vines, this creepy distortion of a hallway felt more like a tunnel, especially where the lights overhead were dimmed by the thick growth of plant life.

“Where is everyone else from school?” I asked, then flinched when I stepped on a vine and it squished beneath my shoe, hemorrhaging that horrible yellow fluid.


“They’re gone. Well, actually we’re gone. They’re all still in our layer of the cake,” he whispered, peeking carefully around the corner of the vine-covered wall. “Shh…” He looked both ways, then stood very still and closed his eyes, like he was listening. So I listened too, but at first, I couldn’t hear anything except the rush of my own pulse in my ears. Then there was something else. A sharp metallic scraping sound anyone who’s ever been in a classroom would recognize as desks sliding across the floor.

My eyes flew open and I let go of his hand. “Someone’s in the math hall.” I glanced at the ground then stepped carefully to the left, avoiding a twist of vine, but Luca pulled me back. “Whatever’s down there isn’t human. Come on.”

“Not human, like you’re not human?” But he meant something else. I could tell that with one glance at his frown. “What does that mean? Animals?” I glanced to the left once, then he tugged me around the corner in the opposite direction. “Like, bunnies and squirrels?” I could see the teacher’s lounge ahead on the left. At least, I thought that was the teacher’s lounge, but it was hard to identify specific doors and rooms when I couldn’t even recognize my own school beneath the layer of bloodthirsty plant life.

“Who knows?” Luca whispered, his voice floating back to me on a soft breath. “But if there are bunnies here, you can bet they’ve got teeth like needles and an appetite for human flesh.”

“Is that a joke? Please tell me you’re joking.”

“I never joke about carnivorous bunnies.” Luca stopped in the middle of the hall, and studied a closed door on our right. The vines were sparser here, but several crisscrossed the closed doorway, slithering slowly from one facing to the other, and a smaller vine encircled the doorknob completely. “That’s the teacher’s lounge?” he said, one brow raised at me in question. I nodded. “Figures.”

We couldn’t get the door open without removing the vines. Which would probably require touching them.

“We can go that way,” I pointed down the hall in the opposite direction. “The parking lot is through those double doors at the end of the math hall.” The Kaylee drama was blessedly absent from whatever horrifying alternate universe we’d somehow stumbled into—though we’d obviously exchanged one brand of crazy for another. “But we’d have to sneak past the killer bunnies.”

“And another hundred feet of crimson creeper…” Luca let go of my hand and rubbed his forehead. “We need scissors, or a knife.” He started back the way we’d come without me, then stopped to stare down the hall, like he was just then noticing that all the other rooms were blocked by even more crimson creeper.

“There might be something in the custodian’s closet,” I suggested, and he turned back to me with the possibility shining in his beautiful brown eyes.

“Where’s that?”

I half turned and pointed several feet farther down the hall, where a single vine stretched across an open doorway.

“Perfect.” He practically leaped over the vines on the floor between us, then squatted to peer into the dark closet. “You duck in there and look for something sharp, and I’ll work on protective gear.”

“In there?” I glanced at the closet, which was too dark to see into. “You want me to walk into a dark hole in the wall, where some horrible Netherworld creature is probably waiting to eat me alive. Obviously you’ve mistaken me for Lara Croft.”


Luca’s brows rose, and I couldn’t tell whether he was irritated or amused. “Apologies, Your Highness, I meant to mistake you for someone who wants to survive.” When I only crossed my arms over my chest and waited for him to come to his senses, Luca exhaled in frustration. “Look, if anything in there wanted to kill you, you’d be dead already.”

Yet somehow, that thought didn’t comfort me as I stared into the dark closet, on the lookout for glowing eyes and menacing fangs. “Then why don’t you crawl into the cave of untold horrors and let me take care of the protective gear?” Whatever that meant.

“Sure.” Luca said, and I turned to find him naked from the waist up. Holding his T-shirt in both hands. Baring a smooth, well-defined chest to the whole world. The Netherworld, anyway. “I just didn’t think you’d want to strip for the cause.”

“The cause?” I heard the words—I even repeated them, like a brain-dead parrot—but I didn’t really understand them, because I was busy staring. Wishing he’d lower his hands a little, so I could get a better look at abs he certainly hadn’t sculpted by communing with either nature or the dead.

“I was gonna cut this up and wrap it around my hands, to keep from getting stuck by the thorns. But if you’d rather donate your shirt instead, by all means…hand it over.” His half grin and appreciative once-over glance lit little fires all through me, and I could feel my cheeks burn.

Good to know he was interested, but… “I am not sacrificing a brand-new blouse to a bunch of venom-leaking thorns.” Especially if taking my shirt off meant he would put his back on. “I’m going in. Will you at least watch my back?”

“Gladly,” he said, and I realized that unless the threat came at the exact height of my butt, he wasn’t likely to see it in time. “Give me your cell phone and I’ll shine some light for you.”

“What’s wrong with yours?” I asked.

“I don’t have one.”

“What kind of American teenager doesn’t have a cell phone?” I mumbled, digging my phone from my back pocket.

“The kind who wasn’t born with a silver stick up his—”

“Hey! That’s economic profiling,” I said, and he laughed as I set my cell in his palm. Luca pressed a button on my phone, and the screen glowed to life as he squatted in front of the dark closet again, using my cell screen as a flashlight.

“I have an app that’ll make that brighter,” I offered, and he handed the phone back to me so I could start the flashlight application. The app would drain my battery faster but provide much more light.

“Thanks,” he said, as I bent to duck below the vine. When I stood inside the dark closet, he shone the light inside, spotlighting cleaning equipment, a spare custodian’s uniform hanging from a nail, and shelves full of brown bathroom paper towels and huge rolls of cheap, scratchy toilet paper, which no female custodian would ever have ordered.

“A pair of hedge clippers would be awesome,” he said, but I didn’t see any landscaping equipment at all.


“They don’t keep anything that could kill someone inside the school building. The Eastlake student body tends to go psycho about once a month.” I turned, my gaze following the light as he swept it across the shelves in a careful back-and-forth pattern. “But maybe we could use this to pull the vines down,” I said, taking a mop out of an empty, wheeled bucket. I tilted the mop handle and handed it to Luca beneath the vines crossing the doorway.

While I scanned more shelves, he stepped on the mop head and unscrewed the handle from it with one hand, still lighting the closet for me with the other.

“Left,” I said, and he adjusted his aim. On one of the higher shelves, blocked from his view by a rusty pail, I found a pair of thick black rubber gloves. I stared at them for a second, while the angel and devil on my shoulders debated.

If I gave him the gloves, he’d put his shirt back on. If I didn’t, he might get pricked if a thorn went through the material.

In the end, my conscience won, but only because letting Luca die in the Netherworld would be an unacceptable waste of a perfectly good six-pack.

And because guilt was not a good look on me.

“Here.” I tossed the gloves into the hall at his feet, and when he bent to pick them up, the light from my phone glinted off something on the floor, beneath the far right shelf. A box cutter, like the kind my dad kept in the garage. “And the grand prize.” I slid the cutter into the hall with my foot, and Luca grinned like I’d just found water in the desert.

I ducked beneath the vines again and turned off the flashlight app while Luca slid his right hand into one of the gloves, then picked up the box cutter. “Ready?”

“As ready as I’ve ever been to cut through flesh-eating vines and escape from a scary alternate version of my own school into a world that may be even more terrifying and dangerous.” I shrugged and slid my phone into my pocket. “Let’s do it.”

Luca pressed the tip of the box cutter against the vine wrapped around the teacher’s lounge doorknob. “Stand back, just in case.”

I glanced behind me to make sure there were no vines within reach of my foot, then stepped back. Luca closed his eyes, and I was suddenly sure he was praying. Or wishing. Or maybe hearing some kind of countdown in his head. Either way, the buildup was so quiet and intense, I almost expected the vine to start shrieking in pain when he finally made the cut. The reality was kind of anticlimactic. The blade was dull, so the vine was squished before the cutter finally slid through it.

Both ends of the cut vine swung loose and spurted yellow fluid. Luca jumped back from the spray and I moved back with him. He pulled his shirt back on while we waited, and a few seconds later the end of the vine still connected to the wall curled around its end right in front of us, cutting off the leak of fluid.

“Did you see that?” I whispered, fascinated in spite of the steady current of fear still whooshing through my veins. “It’s like the vine made its own tourniquet.”

Luca nodded. “Survival is the name of the game.” He pocketed the box knife, then picked up the severed end of the vine between his gloved thumb and forefinger. The vine resisted as he tried to unwrap it from the door handle, but the severed section was dying, and its fight was short. Luca tossed the shriveling length of plant down the hall, and other vines moved in slowly to investigate, like curious, blind snakes.

I shivered in disgust and tried not to watch as I pulled the other glove onto my left hand.

Luca twisted the knob and the door swung into a teacher’s lounge that looked almost exactly like I remembered. Except that there were no tables or chairs here, and both of the old, grimy microwaves were gone, as were most of the cabinet doors.


“Why is this room empty?” I asked, as he lifted the vines so I could duck under them and into the lounge.

“Because there are fewer teachers than students, which means that this is one of the least populated rooms in the building. Things from our world bleed into this one all over, but the areas with the densest human population—thus the largest supply of human energy—bleed through the most thoroughly. So, a country back road there may show up here as a dirt or gravel path, but a busy interstate will look just like it does in our world, down to every broken yellow line and exit sign.”

I didn’t want to know what that said about the custodian’s closet full of supplies.

“It’s a popularity contest,” I said, glancing around at where the shelves should have been, and the vending machine. Even the wall-mounted telephone was missing, though the plug thing was in the wall, right next to the door. “Just like school.”

“Huh?” Luca ducked under the vines and into the room, then headed straight for the exterior door, gripping the mop handle like a bat now.

“You know, the most popular wins. Like the Snow Queen pageant. Only here, the popular highway gets paint and signs. The popular rooms get desks and chairs. It’s like this hell was tailor-made for me.”

“How so?” Luca pushed open the exterior door, but it only moved a couple of inches before snagging on vines draped over the outside.

I held the door in place for him with my gloved hand, so he could hack at the vines through the crack. “I always knew popularity was a survival skill in high school, but here, it’s really an issue of life and death.” And with that realization, I suddenly felt a little calmer. A little more in control. Yeah, this place still sucked, but it also made sense, in a weird kind of way.

Here, just like in my own world, popularity was power; survival required the occasional sacrifice of a damaged limb—or a damaged cousin—and alliances were crucial. At home, Laura and I needed each other to overthrow Peyton’s tyranny, a concept I’d recognized in her as soon as we heard about Alexander the Great in world history. Here, Luca and I needed each other to hack our way through the carnivorous landscape and dodge flesh-eating bunnies. Or whatever.

It wasn’t the game that had changed—it was just the venue. Fortunately for us both, as demonstrated by my social triumph in spite of overwhelming odds, I was damn good at the game.

“I guess.” Luca cut through the first vine and both halves of it fell away from the door. “But I doubt that being voted most likely to succeed will save you from a two-headed monster who wants to eat you alive from both ends at once.”

“You’re right.” He severed another vine, and I jumped out of the way of the yellowish spray without letting go of the door. “That sounds more like the homecoming court than the Who’s Who. Especially if you consider the Carter sisters to be a two-headed monster. Which, having been nearly eaten alive by them, I do.”

Luca laughed and glanced at me over his shoulder.

“Seriously. They’re creepy, even with their mouths closed, and that hair would shame Medusa.”


“Okay, I think this is the last one.” He reached overhead to slice through the only vine still visible, and it fell away with another spurt of yellow fluid. But instead of throwing the door open, he closed it and turned to me, his brown-eyed gaze steady and serious. “Sophie, I have no idea what’s on the other side of this door. It could be an empty courtyard, or a death trap full of monsters waiting to devour us slowly while we scream.”

“Like the judges’ panel at regionals. Got it.”

“No.” Luca frowned at me and his hand tightened around the doorknob. “This isn’t some stupid dance competition, Sophie. This is real life, and if you miss a step, you don’t get a bad score. You get dead. Like, bleeding, screaming, eaten-alive dead. Do you understand?”

I nodded slowly as fear rolled over me, triggered more by the look in his eyes than by anything he’d said. He was scared. And if he was scared, I should be too. But survival wasn’t something I’d ever really thought about before. It had never been an issue. “So, what’s the plan?”

He exhaled and looked a little relived that I was taking him seriously. “Cautious steps. Open eyes. Fast feet, if necessary. We stay together, and we stay calm. There are creatures out there that can smell your fear. The best way to survive is to stay out of sight and keep your emotions in check.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat, and nearly choked on it. “Are you trying to scare me?”

“Yes. In the interest of keeping us both alive.”

My head spun, and the room seemed to tilt around me, just a little bit. And that’s when the reality sank in. Hard. I’d made it so far without freaking out because the whole thing felt like some kind of bizarre dream that I would wake up from any moment. Maybe I’d be in my bed at home. Maybe I’d be on the floor in the school hallway, where I’d been laid out cold by a classroom door.

Intellectually, I’d known this was real the whole time, but because this place didn’t feel real, the consequences didn’t feel real either. Until I stopped to truly think about the possibility of my own death.

“I don’t want to die. I want to go home,” I said, hating how weak the truth felt. How pathetic it sounded. But Luca didn’t laugh at my fear. How could he, when I could see it reflected in his eyes.

“Me too. You ready?”

“Not even close. Let’s go.” I pulled the glove tighter on my left hand and Luca nodded. Then he pushed the door open, and I followed him into the quad. Which looked almost exactly like it did in our world. The only real differences were the lack of wooden picnic tables and the presence of crimson creeper vines trailing down two walls from the roof of the school.

I exhaled deeply in relief. “You’re right. This is terrifying,” I said, jogging down the three concrete steps to the grass, which was a darker, more olive shade of green here. Maybe school was the scariest part of this Netherworld. Maybe the hard part was over.

Luca frowned over my sarcasm. “Just because you can’t see a threat doesn’t mean it isn’t there.”

“Same thing goes for eavesdroppers in the bathroom. This place is just like high school.”

“If that’s true, I’m not sure I want to go to your school after all,” he said, clomping down the steps, glancing around cautiously for any new threat.


“Okay, so, now what?” I asked as I followed him across the quad, picturing the missing tables in my head. And suddenly the hush felt fragile. False. There were no birds chirping and no traffic sounds. No hum of overlapping conversations. No cell phones buzzing on silent because they weren’t technically allowed in school. It was like someone had pressed the mute button on the soundtrack of my life, and my ears were ringing with the silence.

“Now we find someplace safe to hide while we figure out how to get back home,” Luca said.

“Safer than an empty quad?”

“Yeah.” We reached the corner of the building and to the left, stretching out behind the school, were what should have been the baseball diamond and the football practice field. But the Netherworld version only had the football goalposts. “At least, somewhere less exposed.”

“So, any idea how to do that? Go home?” I turned away from the missing sports complex, unnerved by the inconsistencies between my school and this one. Creeped out by the humanish figures hanging from one goalpost. Upside down. I wasn’t sure if they could see us, but I was sure I didn’t want them to.

“There are several ways to cross over,” Luca said, tugging me steadily away from both the quad and the athletic fields. When we rounded the next corner, we’d see the street, and the front of the school, but suddenly that didn’t seem like a very good idea either. If there were creatures hanging from the football goalposts, what would be driving the streets in this Nether hell?

“But none of them work for me,” Luca continued, and I began to drag my feet. “I can’t cross over on my own. I don’t have…what it takes. But maybe I could get us back, if I could figure out how we got here in the first place.”

“I’m a bit curious about that myself,” a strange voice said from behind us, and I froze. Luca’s hand went stiff in my grip. We turned slowly, and I had to let go of him. But then his gloved hand wrapped around my gloved hand and I felt a little better because of the connection, even if my skin was no longer touching his.

However, that comfort evaporated when I got a good look at the man standing where we’d been a few steps earlier. My heart jumped into my throat and threatened to choke me. Where had he come from? What the hell was he?”

He wore a suit, like he’d just come from the office, and his voice was educated. Cultured, like the men who worked with my father. His face wasn’t young or old, or anything in between, but somehow he felt…ageless. Not ancient, but eternal. I couldn’t have explained what gave me that impression, after just seconds of staring at him, but I couldn’t shake the certainty that that was true. He was timeless. Infinite.

But the worst part was his eyes. Not white and empty like the dead guy in the hall, but solid black and featureless. The dead guy’s white eyes were creepy because they looked like the iris and pupil had been sucked out of them. This man’s eyes were creepy because they’d never had irises or pupils in the first place. Somehow, I knew that at a glance.

“Sophia Cavanaugh,” the man said, and my hand tightened around Luca’s.

“Sophie. How the hell do you know my name?” I demanded, and Luca stepped back, pulling me with him. I didn’t dare look away from the man with the black eyes, but on the edge of my vision, Luca looked tense. Ready for either flight or fight.


“He’s a hellion,” Luca said, his voice steady but thick with caution. I had no idea what a hellion was.

“And you are…” The hellion’s black eyes narrowed, and though I couldn’t follow his gaze since his eyes had no features, I was sure he was staring at Luca. Studying him. “Necromancer. You are special,” the hellion finished finally, his dark eyebrows bunched, his forehead wrinkled, like he was thinking. “Useful.”

The hellion’s head moved almost imperceptibly, and I felt the weight of his gaze, even with no obvious sign that he was looking at me. “You are something ordinary, with useful connections.”

“Sophie, I’m so sorry,” Luca whispered, and the hairs on the backs of my arm stood up.

“Why?” I whispered back, though this hellion could clearly hear us.

“Because I can’t get us out of here. We’re not going home.”

“Oh, you are going home, as soon as I can arrange for your transport,” the hellion said to him, and goose bumps rose on my arms, making those tiny hairs stand up even taller. “Because you are more use to me in your own world. But she is not.”

“Okay, this is ridiculous.” I dropped Luca’s hand and ignored him when he hissed my name. I wasn’t sure what a hellion was, but he didn’t have claws, or sharp teeth. He didn’t even have poisonous thorns, like those damn vines. How dangerous could he be?

“Who the hell are you to tell me where I’m not going?” I demanded. “For your information, I’m only in this festering hellhole of an alternate dimension because I don’t know how to get out of it, not because you want me here. Once I figure out how to get home, there’s not a damn thing you or any of the other assorted creepy-crawlies out there squirming through poisonous underbrush can do to keep me here against my will.”

The hellion stared at me for a moment. Then he burst into deep, creepy laughter that sounded nothing like the ominous “mwa ha ha” I would have expected, if I’d known monsters could laugh in the first place.

“Miss Cavanaugh, your indomitable spirit and foolish bravado are both highly entertaining and deliciously familiar. I believe we’re going to have a lot of fun together, at least until your usefulness has passed.”

“What the hell does that—”

Before I could even finish my question, the hellion waved one smooth, pale hand in my direction, and the Netherworld swam around me. Luca shouted my name as I crashed to the ground on the olive-colored grass. I had less than a second to blink up at the sky—a sickly yellowish color instead of blue—before Luca’s face appeared, staring down at me in concern.

Then everything began to go gray, and an instant before my eyes closed, he fell to the earth at my side. The last thing I saw was Luca, his beautiful eyes half-closed, staring at me from a foot away while his hand crawled slowly toward mine.

I tried to reach for him, but moving felt impossible. I strained, and our fingers touched.

Then everything went dark.


A scratchy, slithery sound snaked its way into my head, pulling me from sleep, and dimly I realized I’d been hearing it for a while. But I couldn’t place the sound. Maybe it was left over from my subconscious, a relic from my dream about a beautiful boy and the hellish world we’d been trapped in.


I groaned and waited for the nightmare to fade, like dreams always seem to. But this one was sticking. I could still smell the heavy outdoorsy scent of that awful vine and the rotten stench of the yellowish fluid it had leaked.

I rolled over to pull my pillow over my head, but my hand landed not on my pillow, or my comforter, or even my foam mattress topper, but on something spiky and stiff. Something that scratched my palm and sent chills up my arm. Something like…grass.

My eyes flew open, but I couldn’t make sense of the lattice four feet overhead, threaded through with that damn green vine. Only it didn’t look very green in what little light filtered through, and the lattice wasn’t actually a lattice. It was some kind of metal dome covered in crimson creeper from the ground all the way up, leaving no gap more than a few inches wide.

“No, no no…!” I pushed myself upright and squeezed my eyes shut, then rubbed them for good measure. When I open my eyes, it will all be gone. I’ll be at home. In my room.

But when I opened my eyes, nothing had changed.

“What the hell is this?” I demanded, though there was no one there to answer as I crawled closer to the side of the dome, trying to ignore the fact that I was getting Netherworld grass stains on a pair of designer jeans. Through one of the larger gaps between the vines, I could make out an ancient-looking swing set and an old-fashioned metal slide shaped like a rocket ship. A very familiar rocket ship.

Recognition clicked into place in my head, and I groaned. “Seriously?” I said, inching away from the thin end of a vine reaching for me. I was on the elementary school playground. Inside the damn jungle gym. Caged by playground equipment and malevolent plant life.

What could be worse? The fact that the sky had changed since I’d passed out on command in front of the hellion. The yellow was darker now—more of a burnt umber—and the anemic sun was nowhere to be seen.

Also, Luca was gone. I was alone, in hell, and both the gloves and the box cutter were missing.

Okay, think, Sophie!

I could get out of this. I had to get out of this. I hadn’t spent the past ten years of my life dancing my tail off alongside girls with half my natural talent and a third of my dedication just to die in some scary-ass alternate dimension before I had a chance to truly shine in my own world.

On my knees, I eyed the vines critically, trying not to see how they slithered over one another. Trying not to hear how the thorns scraped the metal bars. They were constantly moving, but they seemed to be moving evenly, so even the occasional gap that opened in my living cage was too small for me to fit through without scraping myself on a poisonous thorn.

“You should have kissed him,” a voice said from my left, and my head swiveled in that direction so fast I swear I heard my own neck pop. A girl sat yoga-style on the ground in a dirty pair of jeans and a tee so faded I couldn’t tell the original color. Her tangled blondish hair was inches from the arced side of the jungle gym, but she didn’t even appear to notice the vines at her back, and though she watched me, her eyes never seemed to truly focus.

She hadn’t been there a second ago.


“Okay, I’ve had enough of people appearing out of nowhere. I don’t know about the Netherworld, but in my world, that’s considered rude.” And impossible, thanks to the laws of physics. Or maybe gravity. I was fuzzy on the scientific details. “Who the hell are you?”

Her eyes were normal, so I’d ruled out “hellion” and “creepy dead guy from the hall,” but I was no longer prepared to assume anyone was harmless based on appearance alone.

“Doesn’t matter anymore.” The girl swiped one arm across her forehead and left a smear of dirt in its place. There was something familiar about her blue eyes. I felt like I should know her, but I couldn’t quite remember where I’d seen her. “You matter. Until he’s done with you.”

Her voice was familiar too. “Are you real?” Or was I hallucinating, on top of everything else? “Do I know you?”

She laughed, but I didn’t see what was funny. “I don’t even know me most days, so how can I know if you do?” She blinked, then frowned at the ground. “That’s pretty good,” she mumbled, running one hand through her nest of pale hair. “Maybe for the third verse…”

Her eyes completely lost focus then, and she sang beneath her breath, a clear, frail melody questioning her own existence. I didn’t know the tune and I wasn’t even sure all the words were real, but I knew that voice. She closed her eyes, and I studied her, and I probably would have drawn the obvious conclusion earlier, if not for the sheer impossibility of it.

That, and her complete lack of makeup.

“Addison Page,” I said, and her eyes flew open, her focus crisp at last. “You’re Addison Page.”

She nodded slowly. “I’d almost forgotten….”

In middle school, I’d watched her show obsessively, convinced I looked enough like her to play her younger sister on television. But then I’d focused my ambition on dance, and she’d left TV to release an album, and earlier this year she’d…

“You’re dead.” I shook my head, trying to wrap my brain around facts that made no sense. “I saw it on the news. How can you be here if you died?”

“I don’t know.” Addison scowled at me, like I’d hurt her feelings. “How are you here, if you died?”

“I’m not… I didn’t…” I didn’t know how to respond to nonsense.

Addison wasn’t really dead, obviously, and neither was I. Had she gotten stuck here, just like me and Luca? Had her family just assumed she was dead, when she went missing? Would my dad assume I was dead if I never made it home?

“I don’t know. That’s the problem,” I said finally. “I don’t know how we got here, and I don’t know how to get back.”

Addison shrugged, and her gaze wandered again. “Go back the way you came.”

Something scraped the ground at her side and I glanced down to see that one of the crimson creeper vines had wrapped itself around a plastic bottle of water and was pulling it slowly toward the jungle gym bars. Addison sighed and picked the bottle up, then unwrapped the vine from it with her bare fingers. “Greedy, bloodthirsty little suckers,” she mumbled. Then she handed the bottle to me. “He sent this for you. Can’t have you dying of thirst before he’s done with you.”


“Who?” I asked, untwisting the cap from the bottle. But then I realized that the bottle had no label and that the cap hadn’t cracked when I opened it. The bottle hadn’t been sealed.

“Where did you get this?” I stared through the clear bottle at the contents.

Addison shrugged but didn’t answer.

“Is this from a local source?” I asked, sniffing the opening of the bottle.

“From the fountain in the park. That’s the best water, though it tastes a little sour at first. But I can get some from the pond instead, if you’d rather forget.”

“Forget what?”

She shrugged. “Whatever it is you don’t want to remember.”

“No, thanks.” I handed the bottle back to her, but she refused to take it.

“He wants you to drink this.”

“Who? The hellion? I don’t give a damn what he wants, I’m not drinking any of your creepy-ass hell water. What will it do, anyway?” Would it shrink me, like Alice’s “drink me” bottle in Wonderland? If so, maybe I should drink it, so I’d be small enough to walk right through one of those narrow gaps in the plant life.

“Don’t worry,” Addison said. “This is the good kind. It’ll make you sleepy….” She covered a giant yawn with one hand, and I wondered if she’d already taken a hit.

I shoved the bottle farther away, and it fell over into the dirt. “I don’t want to forget, and I sure as hell don’t want to go to sleep.” Sleeping in the Netherworld was a very bad idea—waking up in a jungle gym prison had taught me that, if little else.

Addison shrugged again. “You’ll change your mind soon. But that’ll be too late. It always is.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

She nodded sagely. “It never does.”

I shook my head, trying to draw my own thoughts into focus, since she clearly couldn’t wrangle hers. Maybe she’d been drinking the local water. “Addison, did you see the guy that was with me?”

“The pretty boy.” Her eyes went baby-doll wide and wistful. “You should have kissed him while you had the chance.”

What did that mean? Had I lost the chance? “His name’s Luca. Do you know where he is?”

“He’s waiting for a ride.”

“A ride to what? Home? He’s going home?”

Addison nodded again, and impatience buzzed beneath my skin. Time felt like it was slipping through my fingers, leaving me grasping for something I couldn’t grab onto. How long had I been unconscious? What time was it? I couldn’t tell from the crazy-colored sky in this Nether hell.

“How do you know? Just because that hellion said he’d send Luca home? How do you know he was telling the truth?”

Addison shrugged. “Hellions can’t lie.”

“Seriously?” What kind of evil monster couldn’t lie?

She frowned, studying my face, her head tilted like she was thinking really hard, but couldn’t quite pull her thoughts into line, and suddenly she reminded me of my ex, when I’d seen him in the psychiatric hospital. “Maybe he’ll let us keep you, when he’s done with you. I used to have a sister.”


Oh, hell no. My chill bumps were the size of igloos. “I have to go with Luca. Where is he? Can you take me to him?”

For one fleeting instant, I understood how bizarre my existence had become. I was talking to a dead pop star beneath a jungle gym cage, in a world that couldn’t possibly exist. Was this my punishment for calling Kaylee crazy? Had karma bitten back to make me as crazy as she was, or was insanity contagious?

Had I lost my mind?

“You don’t need him,” she said. “You don’t need anyone.”

Anger swooped in to overwhelm some of my fear. “You don’t know what I need!”

“No, you don’t know what you need!” she shouted back, and I nearly swallowed my own tongue in surprise. No one ever shouted at me. Ever. “You don’t know who you are, and you don’t know what you have either. And you won’t until you realize you’ve lost everything and can never get any of it back.”

“Don’t tell me what I can’t do or have. My dad’s been trying that for years, and it doesn’t work. If Luca’s going home, I’m going with him, and you’re going to take me to him.”

She shook her head, and her eyes were clearer than they’d been a minute earlier. So she probably meant it when she said, “I wasn’t sent here to help you.”

“Then why were you sent?”

“To bring you water. And to make sure you haven’t escaped.”

Escaped? How the hell would I escape from a cage crawling with deadly plants?

“Addison. Please. Can you get me out of here? Will you please take me to Luca? Please. I want to go home.” I’d never been less embarrassed to beg for anything in my life.

“I can’t.”

“I can pay you! I left my purse at school, so this is all I have, but it’s yours.” I pulled a folded twenty-dollar bill from my pocket and shoved it at her, but Addison stared at it like she didn’t even recognize it. “Please get me out of here.”

She studied me through narrowed eyes, and I could see the effort it took her to draw her thoughts back into focus. “You’re a fool and you don’t listen. You only hear your own voice and feel your own pain. You can go home, but I can’t take you. And you can’t take yourself until you start listening. Until you want it, more than anything else.”

“I don’t…” I frowned. “I don’t know what that means. Please help me. I’m scared. I don’t want to die here.”

“No, you don’t,” she said, and a fresh coil of fear wound its way up my spine. “The pretty boy is in your school. In the kitchen, waiting for his ride. The rest, you’ll have to do for yourself.”

“How?” I demanded, panic surging through my veins as she began to fade from sight. “I don’t know what to do!”

“Listen, Sophie,” she said, and the last syllable of my name lingered in the air between us, even after she’d disappeared.


“Listen to what?” I shouted. But there was no one there to answer. “Aagggh!” In my anger and frustration, I forgot the jungle gym was only four feet high and when I stood, my skull crashed into the grid of bars overhead. That fresh pain and my own stupidity only made me madder, and my fist shot out without consulting my brain. My knuckles slammed into one of the bars and a new, sharp pain shot through my hand, resonating in my index finger even once the initial wave had dulled.

I glanced at my hand and found a thin trail of blood rolling down my finger. A single drop lay on the ground, beneath the bar I’d hit, and another one hung from the bar itself. From a jagged point in the metal, where it hadn’t been welded properly.

As I watched, the end of one small vine strained against the metal bar it was wrapped around, stretching toward the drop of my blood on the grass. To my fascination and horror, when the vine couldn’t reach, it began to uncoil itself from the bar, then snake its way through the grid and into my makeshift cage through a more direct route.

And that baby vine wasn’t alone. Several others—mostly the small, thin ones—were straining toward the blood I’d spilled, and the constant slithering sound began to take on both speed and urgency.

Shit! The plants were bloodthirsty, and I was bleeding. Given enough time, could they rearrange themselves enough to actually reach me? According to Luca, one thorn prick was enough to kill me.

Another drop fell from my punctured finger, and the slithery-slidey sound thickened. My pulse raced and my heart beat too hard. They were coming inside the jungle gym, because my blood was inside the jungle gym.

If the vines were that desperate for a couple of drops inside the cage, couldn’t they also be drawn to even more blood outside the cage?

I used one finger to catch the drop about to roll off my hand and smeared the blood across a bar at the bottom of the cage, near the drop spilled on the ground. The slithering seemed a little more desperate in response, but that could have been wishful thinking on my part. I’d never wished for anything so hard in my life.

I studied the grid of bars and vines around me, looking for a gap big enough for what I had in mind. And finally I found one. It had opened up a couple of feet from the blood I’d spilled, as the vines strained toward the offering.

Okay, Sophie, you can do this. It’s just a little blood.

I took a deep breath, then stretched my hand out in front of me, fingers spread. Palm flat and defenseless. Then I slammed my hand into the jagged piece of protruding metal that had cut me in the first place. Sharp, hot pain bit into the fleshy part of my palm, at the base of my thumb. I gasped and closed my eyes for one second. But that was all I could afford. The vines could smell—or sense?—the fresh blood, and the slithering all around me grew even more frantic.

Eyes squeezed shut, I pulled my hand down, and hissed when the metal tore through my skin, leaving a jagged, half-inch laceration in my flesh. Then I pulled my hand back and bit my lip to keep the rest of my pain bottled up. No telling what kind of monsters out there would hear me if I screamed, and would want their own taste of the feast the creeper vines thought they were about to enjoy.

Breathing through the pain, I knee-walked several feet over to the gap that had opened even wider in the metal grid. Careful not to touch the vines still slithering slowly over the bars, I stuck my cut hand through the gap and opened and closed my fist several times, to get the blood flowing. I watched, fascinated, as it began to drip on the ground, a foot outside my cage.


When more vines snaked their way toward this new offering, I found another nearby gap—small ones were opening up everywhere—and stuck my hand through that one, to leave another blood sample. One more time, on the same side of the jungle gym, and the one-way flow of vine traffic became obvious.

My pulse racing, I clenched the bottom of my shirt in my cut fist to slow the bleeding, ignoring the fresh pain as I watched the side of the metal dome opposite the blood offerings I’d left. The gaps between the vines were growing wider and wider.

After a couple of minutes of glancing back and forth between the mass of vines behind me and the steadily thinning stream in front of me, I saw my opening. An entire metal-framed square was completely unobstructed. Even better—it was a ground-level square. No climbing required.

I sucked in another deep breath, then let go of my shirt, hoping that the bleeding had slowed enough for me to crawl through the bars without drawing the vines back toward me, the source of their feast. Then I dropped onto my stomach and carefully shimmied my way through the opening in the grid.

Halfway through, something caught on my shirt and tugged the material, and I nearly panicked. It was a thorn. It had to be. I froze, and could only wait—it felt like forever—for the vine to pull itself free from me and move on. After that, I scrambled, caution forgotten in favor of speed. When my hips were through the hole, I pulled myself forward with my hands, then tucked my knees beneath me and pulled my feet out of the cage.

I crawled away from the jungle gym and sat on the ground several feet away, my knees drawn to my chest, my arms wrapped around my legs. For nearly a minute, I could only breathe, staring at the cage I’d thought I’d die in, watching the creeper vines slither and squirm toward the drops of myself I’d left for them.

Then I smiled. I’d done it. I’d freed myself, with no one’s help. My dad always said I was the embodiment of the adolescent sense of entitlement, or some such crap that meant I was determined to have my own way. Who knew that would ever actually come in handy?

But one glance up at the sky and its wrong colors was enough to kill my smile. I’d crawled out of a jungle gym, but I was still far from home and safety. Hell, I was still a block away from Luca, if he was still where Addison had said he was. Assuming he’d ever been there in the first place. I was far from sure I should believe her, considering the cryptic riddles she’d spouted when her eyes lost focus.

Listen. Ha! Listen to what? To the steady ticktock of my life slipping away in this nightmare of a world, where I didn’t belong? I was hearing that loud and clear, but it didn’t help.

Still, I’d listened to the vines slithering toward drops of my blood, and that had sparked the idea that got me out. So listening had helped. But what else was there to hear?

Newly frustrated and still scared, I stood and stared across the elementary school playground, trying not to see and hear everything that shouldn’t have been there. The weird plants. The rustling noises coming from bushes with purplish leaves, like nothing I’d ever seen before.

Eastlake High was a block away. At least, it was in my world. Here, there was no telling what lay in the block between me and Luca, and strolling down the sidewalk in plain sight of every Tom, Dick, and Hairy-monster seemed like an extraordinarily bad idea. But without any good ideas, bad ones were all I had.


The sky darkened with every step I took, like a bruise ripening, and eventually I stopped looking up, because scaring myself felt stupid when there were so many things out there willing to do the job for me. After a quarter of a block, I realized someone—or something—was following me. The steps were soft and punctuated with light scratching sounds, like a dog’s claws on a wooden floor. I didn’t turn, because I didn’t want to see what was there. If it was big or fast enough to eat me, turning to look wouldn’t do me any good, and running would only lead to panic. As long as the steps didn’t speed up or get closer, I would maintain the status quo.

There were other sounds I couldn’t identify, and other things on the edge of my vision, but I didn’t dare turn and look. I just held the course and tried to keep my thoughts occupied so they couldn’t focus on things I was scared to think about.

Addison had called me a fool and said I didn’t listen. Ha! I got myself out of the cage, didn’t I? What kind of fool could do that? And I’d listened when she called the creeper vines greedy and bloodthirsty. In fact, that’s what had given me the idea to…

Ohh. She’d given me a hint. Were there any more of them buried in the nonsense she’d spouted?

Addison had said I could go home. Of course, she’d also said I was dead, but unless my collision with the classroom door had actually killed me, and this really was hell, I wasn’t ready to jump to that conclusion. But her hint had gotten me out of the cage, so clearly some of what she’d said was relevant.

I replayed everything I could remember from my strange conversation with the dead rock star. She’d said I could go home, but she couldn’t take me. She’d told me to go back the way I came. She’d said I didn’t need Luca, or anyone else, and that I didn’t know what I was or what I had.

She was right about that last part. I was starting to think I didn’t know anything.

About halfway to the school, I realized that the scent of my blood might be what was attracting the follower I had yet to actually look at. So I stopped just long enough to squat at the edge of the sidewalk and wipe my bloody palm on the creepy, off-color grass. That got rid of most of the fresh blood, but also reopened the wound—and restarted the pain. But a minute later, the footsteps at my back were replaced with a creepy slurping, crunching sound. My follower was eating the grass I’d bled on.

I shuddered but resisted the urge to look.

By the time I got to the front of the high school, I knew I was being watched by more than just the thing that had stopped to taste my blood. I could feel them all around me, some hidden behind or inside buildings, others in plain sight. I could have seen them, if I’d turned, but forcing a confrontation would be pointless, as long as they were letting me move around freely. So I decided to walk as long as they let me, and face any obstacles when they actually stepped into my path.

My stomach churned with nerves as I passed the front entrance, trying not to see the cracked glass doors and windows or wonder what had hit them. I didn’t want to see the vines trailing over and around the front steps and scrolled concrete rails, and I didn’t want to hear the dry scratching sound as they slithered over one another.


The sky was darker than ever, and that was a mercy, as well as a curse. With just the reddish light of the scarlet half-moon hanging on the horizon, I wouldn’t be able to clearly see whatever was coming for me until it actually popped out and said boo. If ignorance was bliss, I was prepared to be ecstatic here in the Netherworld until I could escape it entirely.

At the edge of the building, I turned left and stepped off the sidewalk, headed for the quad entrance to the cafeteria. That was exactly where Luca and I had been caught by the hellion earlier, but all the other routes to the cafeteria involved going through the school and picking my way through nests of vines, in near darkness this time.

I crossed the grass quickly, trying to ignore the sounds following me, as well as the fact that they weren’t well defined enough to truly be called footsteps. I didn’t want to think about what that might mean.

As I neared the corner of the building, a new sound set my nerve endings on fire and raised hairs all over my body. More footsteps crunched through the grass, but this set was coming from the quad, ahead and to my left. The hellion? Running from him would do no good, because he could evidently appear wherever he wanted, and if he found out I’d escaped the jungle gym cage, he’d find a better place to keep me this time.

Or maybe he’d just eat me.

I stopped and pressed my back against the brick wall, wondering suddenly if my “ignorance is bliss” philosophy was a mistake from the beginning. Maybe if I knew what was coming for me, I’d be better prepared to fight. Or run, since I’d never actually been in a fight. Or hide, if running wasn’t an option. Or…

The footsteps approached the corner and a shadow stretched out across the grass, an inky shape in the greater darkness. I squeezed my eyes shut as logic and fear came to a stalemate inside me and I froze, hating myself a little for my own indecision. Was this the best I had? Close my eyes and hide in the shadows, wishing for the big bad to pick another target?

I wanted the courage to face whatever was coming to kill me, but who was I kidding? I didn’t even have the guts to defend Laura—my own best friend—when Peyton started ragging on her, so what good would I be against an actual monster?

The footsteps came closer. My jaw clenched. I would look. This time, I would be strong. I would open my eyes in three…two…

Something touched my arm and I sucked in a deep breath to scream. But then lips pressed against mine, soft and warm, and the breath I’d taken froze in my throat. I kissed back for a second without thinking, caught up in the eager touch, the pleasure where I’d expected pain.

Then my senses came roaring back and my eyes flew open, but the face was too close, the world too dark. I couldn’t make sense of what I was seeing or feeling, and I couldn’t pull away, because of the wall at my back. So I wedged my hands between me and a solid, cotton-covered chest and shoved.

Luca came into focus as he stumbled backward, recovering from surprise with a grin I ached to indulge even though I wanted to smack it off his face. “What was that for?” he asked, staring into my eyes in the dark.

“Why’d you kiss me?” I asked, instead of answering his question.

He shrugged. “You were about to scream, and that would have attracted attention.” He frowned and glanced around in the dark, obviously just now hearing the sounds that had been following me all along. “Though it sounds like you’ve already done that.”

“So, what? You couldn’t just say ‘Shh’?”


“I could have.” His grin widened, his eyes sparkling in the red-tinted moonlight. “But this was more fun.”

I knew better than to admit that I agreed. “I was coming to rescue you. How’d you get out?”

Another shrug. “Netherworld fun fact—monster flesh crisps up nicely with direct exposure to an open flame.”

“Open flame?”

“Turns out the gas stoves in the kitchen actually work. Also turns out that vegetable oil functions nicely as an accelerant.”

My eyes widened. “Impressive.”

“Thanks. You?” he asked, as I let him lead me away from the building.

“Good old-fashioned bloodletting.” I showed him the gash on my palm, crusted over with dried blood, and he raised one dark brow.

“Gruesome, but obviously effective. I didn’t think you had it in you.”

“You have no idea what’s in me,” I said, and then I realized that that statement applied to us both. I wasn’t sure what I had in me either.

“I intend to find out, if we ever get out of here.”

I hoped he couldn’t see my stupid grin in the dark, because I couldn’t banish it—until I noticed how many dark shapes lingered on the edge of my vision, lumbering slowly toward us. We’d be surrounded soon. We needed to get out of the open.

Luca squinted at something to my left, then pointed. “There.”

I followed his aim to a shed used by some of the athletic teams for overflow equipment. In our world, it was kept padlocked, but here…there was no telling.

“Walk fast, but don’t run,” Luca said, taking my hand, and I nodded. The creatures were getting closer. I could hear a few of them breathing now, rasping, chuffing sounds.

“Is closing ourselves in a good idea?” I whispered, as we race-walked across the grass.

“Probably not. But neither is being eaten.”

When we got to the shed, I was relieved to see that there was no lock. Luca pulled open the door and I shone my cell phone screen inside to make sure the tiny building was empty. It was, except for what few pieces of equipment had bled through from our world with the building. He followed me inside, then slammed the door shut, and I set my phone on the ground so it would illuminate as much as possible while we wedged the door in place with several old baseball bats planted in the dirt.

Less than a minute after we’d closed the door, the first fist pounded on it. Not that I could tell it was a fist. For all I knew, it could be a hoof, or a tentacle, or a horn. I jumped at the sound, and Luca’s hand wrapped around mine in the dark—by then I’d pocketed my phone to save the battery.

“Can they get in?” I asked, as something scratched the door from the outside, and something else started banging on the wall at our backs.

Luca sighed. “Probably. Eventually.”

“So we’re trapped.” My throat felt tight and my hands were starting to tingle. This couldn’t be it. This wasn’t how I was supposed to die. This wasn’t when I was supposed to die. I was barely sixteen years old!

But at least I wasn’t alone. Though I couldn’t understand that either…


“That hellion was going to send you home, right?”

Luca nodded, and I let him pull me closer, until my back was pressed against his chest, my legs crossed in front of me. He wrapped his arms and legs around me like a cloak, though he felt more like a shield. Like he was putting himself between me and whatever was trying to break into the shed, and I couldn’t believe the kind of courage that must have taken. To put yourself between someone you just met and the monsters willing to rip you both limb from limb.

How could I be so scared, yet so relieved, both at once?

“So why didn’t you go home?” I whispered, as another long, grating scratch trailed down the door.

“Like I was gonna leave you here.” Luca’s breath brushed my ear and stirred my hair. He laid his hands over mine, and they fit like they were meant to go there.

“Maybe you should have.” I flinched when the next loud bang shook the whole shed. “I met this girl. She was crazy, but she kind of made sense. She told me how to get out of my cage, only I didn’t understand what she was telling me at the time. She also said I could go home, all on my own.”

“I’m not sure I followed that,” Luca said.

“I’m not sure I did either. And I don’t know if she was telling the truth. Even if she was, I don’t know what she meant.”

“What did she say?” He let go of me long enough to reseat a bat knocked loose by the latest blow to the door.

“She said to go back the way I came. Which might be helpful if I knew how I got here.” Or maybe not. I couldn’t think with all the banging, knowing we were minutes from being eaten alive.

“Well, clearly she wants you to wait until another soulless reaper appears in front of you.” He sat next to me this time and I twisted to face him. “I don’t suppose you know when that’s scheduled to happen again, do you?”

“He was soulless?” Were reapers supposed to have souls? I should have been impossible to surprise, after everything I’d seen since getting sucked into an alternate dimension, but the weirdness just kept piling up, and I was so buried in it now I wasn’t sure I could ever dig my way out. “How do you know?”

“His eyes. You know how they say the eyes are the windows to the soul?” Luca said, and I nodded, though I’d never really given the phrase much thought before. “Well, his eyes were empty. Because he has no soul.”

Everything else I wanted to ask was stuck in my throat, stalled by skepticism that would have been outright disbelief a few hours earlier. But I no longer felt qualified to say what was possible and what wasn’t. So…did that mean that Addison Page really was dead? And what about me?

“Am I dead?” I asked softly, trying to block out the scratches and thumps, and the slivers of moonlight that were starting to shine in around the widening gaps in the door frame. “You said you thought you felt something earlier.” When he’d pulled me off the ground, in the hall. “Was that because you’re a necromancer, and I’m dead?”

Luca laughed, and I felt like an idiot for asking such a stupid question. But I had to know. “You’re very much alive, and obviously determined to stay that way. But I do think you’re connected to death, somehow. Touched by it.”


“Because my mom died?” Even after spending who knew how many hours in this bizarre hell world, my mother’s death still ranked as my single worst memory ever. Or, my worst not-a-memory. I’d been unconscious in the moment of her death, and I’d missed her every moment since. My mom had known me like my father never could, and everything I truly understood about myself had come from her.

But Luca shook his head slowly. “I don’t think that’s it. Unless…were you hurt when she died, like, in the same accident or something? Is it possible you died too, even for just a minute?”

“No.” I frowned. “I don’t think so.” But the truth was that I had no idea. No one who was there that night would tell me what happened. Nash and his mom were off the hook, but my dad and Kaylee—they were family. They owed me the truth.

But Luca misunderstood my confusion. “That happens more than you’d think. People die, and doctors resuscitate, but once death’s touched you, you’ll always bear its mark, even if I’m the only one who can feel it.”

Another thud shook the shed, and I jumped, my next question forgotten.

Luca lifted my chin and kissed me again, and this time instead of pulling away, I pulled him closer. His hand slid around my neck, his fingers curling in my hair.

“What was that one for?” I asked, when he finally let me go.

“Just for fun. Because I’m not sure I’ll get another chance.” He lifted my cut palm, and I stared at it, wondering if all that cutting and bleeding and running had been for nothing. What was the point, if I was just going to die anyway? If we both were?

“That’s unacceptable.” I pulled my phone from my pocket to check the time, but the lit screen was blank, like cell signals weren’t the only things missing in the Netherworld. Like maybe time had no meaning here either. “We’re not going to die here, or anywhere else in this nightmare of an alternate dimension. Addison said I could go home, and I believe her.”

“And Addison would be…?”

“The dead pop star,” I said, and that time Luca looked skeptical, but I hardly noticed, because I was going over everything Addison had said. Again. “She said I could go home, but I had to want it, more than anything else. She said to go back the way I came. But what does that mean?”

“It sounds like she thinks you brought yourself—and maybe me—here,” Luca suggested, reseating another loosened bat.

“But I didn’t do anything. That dead guy just appeared there, and his eyes were empty. I started screaming and closed my eyes, and the next thing I knew, we were here, and nothing made any sense.”

“There has to be something else,” Luca said. “You must have done something we’re not remembering.”

Something heavy slammed against the door, and I shrieked when the top hinge ripped free from the wall. And just for a second, everything changed. The floor of the shed was suddenly filled with thick, rolling gray fog, and through it, I could see the ghosts of things—mostly sports equipment—that didn’t exist in the Netherworld. But they existed in our world, in this very shed.


In an instant, that flash of impossible things was gone, and Luca hadn’t seen it. He jumped to his feet and stepped over two bats to hold the door closed with his body. His eyes focused on me, shining in the glare from my phone screen, and I could see fear in every line of his face. And as I watched him, clutching my cell in my good hand, swimming in my own fear, some crazy bit of understanding slid into place in my head.

I’d listened, not just to Addison, but to myself. I’d seen what she wanted me to see. And I could do what she’d said I could do. I could take us home. And I didn’t need any help.

“Sophie.” Luca’s voice pulled me out of my own head and back to the reality where each blow to the door jarred his entire body. “Kiss me. This really is our last chance.”

“No way,” I said. “We’re getting out of here. Give me your hand.” I stepped over one of the fallen bats and reached for him, but he hesitated. It took all of his strength to keep the door closed, and giving me his hand would weaken that effort. “Trust me, Luca. Addison was right. I got us into this, and I can get us out of it.”

“How?” He had to raise his voice now, to be heard over the violent chuffing sound echoing through the door as some great beast dragged in air, then spit it out. “What did you do?”

“I screamed. That’s what brought us, and that’s what’ll take us home.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” he insisted.

“Neither does this!” I waved a hand at the door to indicate every monster trying to break it down. He couldn’t hold them off forever. “Give me your damn hand!”

And finally he did. His fingers curled around mine and I opened my mouth. Then I screamed harder and louder than I’d ever screamed in my life.

Nothing happened. The scratching, clawing, and pounding never paused, and I didn’t see so much as a curl of fog on the ground.

“I don’t understand!” I had to shout to be heard above the ruckus by then. “Why didn’t it work?”

Before Luca could answer—assuming he had an answer—something hit the door hard enough to shove him forward. He lost his balance and went down on his knees on one of the bats, and I know it hurt, because I could hear the impact, even over the noise from outside. The next blow to the door ripped the middle hinge free, and Luca shoved himself to his feet. He planted his palms on the door and pushed, and the muscles stood out on his arms and his neck as he strained from the effort.

I put my hands next to his and pushed with all of my strength, but I had dancer’s legs, not football arms, so I wasn’t much help.

My arms ached, and fear felt like ice crawling up my spine. Each breath burned in my lungs, and sweat rolled into my eyes. And all of our effort was pointless. The next big blow to the door threw us both backward. I tripped over a bat and went down on my hip. Luca landed half on top of me, then scrambled away from the door, pulling me with him. He grabbed a bat on the way, and we didn’t stop until our backs hit the wall at the end of the shed.

One last blow knocked the door down and the end of it landed inches from my toes.

Luca grabbed my chin and turned me to face him. “Look at me,” he said, but I could hardly hear him over the race of my own pulse in my ears and the huffing, inhuman breathing from the beasts hovering in the open door. “Don’t look at them. Just look at me,” he insisted, and my heart beat so hard and fast my chest felt like it was going to burst.


I nodded, but that was easier said than done. The monsters smelled awful and sounded even worse. Claws scratched on the fallen door, and I started to turn for a glimpse of what would kill me.

Luca put one hand on the side of my face and kissed me again. This one was short, but intense, and for one amazing moment, nothing else mattered.

Then something swung on the edge of my vision and Luca pulled away from me, shouting in pain. He swung the bat, but it was wrenched from his grip. He grabbed my hand and I turned to see what was hauling him away from me, but they were backlit by red moonlight from the doorway, so I saw only a tangle of arms and legs—too many to make sense of—and eyes that glowed without any real light to reflect. There were teeth and claws and fur, and the shed was full of it all.

There was nowhere to go. There was nothing left to do. And Luca was being pulled away from me, in spite of the foot he’d jammed onto the end of the door to hold himself in place.

Then one of them reached for me—a humanoid hand with thick, curved black claws.

I screamed again, and the sound that ripped free from my throat was both terror and rage, mindless in its intensity. Merciless in its volume. I clung to Luca’s hand and kicked at the claws that raked my leg, but I was helpless against the scream scraping my throat raw with the power of pure sound.

Fog rolled around us, but the sound didn’t stop.

Then, suddenly, everything changed. The fog was gone, and with it the monsters. The shed was still there, but I now sat on a mesh bag full of soccer balls. Luca clung to my hand, his legs stretched out behind him, where the monsters had tried to haul him away, but the door here was intact, hanging from all three hinges, and the only signs of what we’d done and where we’d been were the scratches on my shin and the blood dripping from his ankle.

“Sophie?” Luca sat up and stared at me in the light leaking into the shed from around all four sides of the door. That light was too white to come from the Netherworld, and too bright to come from the moon. “Holy shit, you did it!”

“Yeah.” Yeah. I’d done it. “But what about the monsters? They were touching you when we…left.” Hell, they’d been trying to rip his leg off.

“Most things can’t cross out of the Netherworld. We’re safe.”

But I couldn’t think past the part he wasn’t saying. If “most” couldn’t cross, that meant “some” could. Like that soulless reaper.

Before I could question the miracle I’d accidentally delivered, Luca pushed himself to his feet, then pulled me up with him. He kissed me again, and tears rolled down my face, and I tasted them, but that kiss lasted forever and ever, and it was the best thing I’d ever felt in my life.

When he finally pulled away, he was laughing, and I knew how he felt, even though nothing was funny. Survival was joy, and joy was laughter, and I couldn’t think of a more appropriate reaction to having escaped an evil alternate dimension a single second before we both would have been literally devoured alive.

I was high on life. On still having mine. On still having his.


“What are you?” he whispered, staring down at me in the shadows as if I was the most wonderful thing he’d ever seen. That was the second time he’d asked the question, and I had no better answer now than I’d had the first time.

I’m a sophomore. A dancer. An only child. A half orphan.

All of that was true, but none of it felt like the answer he was looking for. I didn’t know what he was looking for, but I hoped he’d found it, somewhere in me.

“I don’t know,” I said at last.

“I do. You’re amazing.”

My chest ached, and my head swam. I’d never been called amazing before. I’d been called hot, and bitchy, and talented, and spoiled, and entitled, and stuck-up, and pretty, and a princess. But I’d never been called amazing.

Luca squeezed my hand. Then he let go and turned to the door. “Let’s get out of here.” It took him three tries to kick the door open, and what eventually gave way wasn’t the padlock, but the bolts that had held the lock in place. He’d ripped them right out of the wood.

“Uh-oh.” The first thing I noticed was the sun, warm, and half-blinding. I dug my cell phone from my pocket to look at the time—7:34 a.m. School started in less than an hour, and I had eight missed calls, probably all from my father. “How…? I don’t…” I frowned, and words deserted me. “It’s supposed to be the middle of the night!”

Luca flinched. “Time moves differently there. It’s inconsistent. I meant to tell you that.”

“My dad’s going to kill me!” I took off toward the parking lot, where I could see my car, sitting all alone.

“Sophie, wait!” Luca called, and when I didn’t stop, he ran after me. “You can’t tell anyone about…any of that.”

I stopped, stunned by what should have been an obvious conclusion. He was right. People would think I was crazy. Like Kaylee. Only I wasn’t crazy. What I’d seen and done was real. And I hadn’t once gone into hysterics or uncontrollable shrieking. Kaylee couldn’t even go through her normal, boring life without bouts of uncontrollable shrieking.

We had nothing in common. Sometimes I wondered how we could possibly be related.

“I can tell my dad. He’ll believe me.” Normally my father wasn’t top on my list of confidants. But I couldn’t tell any of my friends. Most of them were stressed-out by broken nails and crash diets. Seeing the Netherworld would scar them for life. I would never be the same after barely surviving it—that was for sure.

“No, Sophie,” Luca insisted, and my temper flared, but he spoke before I could tell him how much I hated being told what to do. “No one’s supposed to know. People would freak out. The less the general public knows about the Netherworld, the better off we’ll all be.”

“But it’s just my dad.” And I had to tell him something. How else was I going to explain being out all night, and coming back covered in grass stains and my own blood?


“It’s not that simple. There’s more to this than what you saw last night. A lot more. It’s not just the Netherworld. There are things here—in our world—that you don’t know about yet. Things like me. Like you. I don’t know what you are yet, but you’re more than you think you are. And what you’ve seen is just a fraction of what’s out there. Don’t tell your dad yet. At least wait until I’ve had a chance to tell you what I know, and a chance to figure out what you are.”

I nodded slowly. Luca couldn’t give me the answers I’d wanted twelve hours ago—he couldn’t tell me what happened to my mom—but at least he wanted to tell me something. Something about me. Something he thought was amazing and extraordinary. I wanted to know what he knew, and suddenly I wanted to keep it to myself, just for a little while, so it could be our secret. Something no one else knew. Something special.

People called Kaylee special, but what they really meant was “special.” In that straitjackets and padded walls kind of way. She wasn’t special like Luca thought I was special. She could never handle what I’d just seen and done. She wasn’t stable enough.

“Okay,” I said finally, and his smile burned a hole right through me.

“Tonight? Dinner and Netherworld talk? You can ask anything you want.” He lifted both brows, trying to tempt me. But he’d had me before he even opened his mouth.

“Yeah. But I have this stupid family dinner with my uncle and cousin tonight. After that?”

“Sure…” But before he could ask for my phone number, someone called my name.

“Sophie?” I turned to see Peyton getting out of her car. Which was when I remembered that we had an early team practice, because of the competition. And that I’d left the box of new uniforms in the middle of the science hall.

“What the hell happened to you?” Peyton demanded, stomping toward us with her duffel strap over one shoulder. “Your dad called my mom, and neither of them believed I didn’t know where you were, and Mrs. Foley’s pissed that you just disappeared yesterday. You are in so much trouble, and there’s no way you’ll be voted team captain now. People want a captain they can depend on, not someone who ditches her team to roll around on the ground all night with some strange guy.” Peyton glanced pointedly at my dirty clothes and tangled hair, and I knew what she was seeing, and what she was thinking.

And I didn’t give a damn.

I’d just survived monsters, and bloodthirsty plants, and an entire world full of bizarre and terrifying. Peyton didn’t even register as a threat anymore.

“Okay, let’s keep this in perspective,” I said, as she gloated, secure in her imaginary victory. “We’re talking about dance team captain, not Captain America. Even if you win, all you get is a little gold pin on your letter jacket. It’s not like you saved the world. It’s not even like you saved the day. It’s a pin, and a footnote in the yearbook. Beyond forgettable, in the grand scheme.”

Peyton squinted at me, like she always did when she was pissed, and I considered reminding her that frown lines start forming in adolescence. She opened her mouth to yell, but I spoke over her.

“But none of that matters, because you’re not going to win. You’re not even going to run, because if you do, I’ll tell the whole damn school about you and Beth’s boyfriend, and you’ll be too busy trying to scrape the world ‘slut’ off your windshield to run a decent campaign.”


Peyton stammered for a second, her mouth opening and closing like a goldfish. “You backstabbing little bitch!” she spit finally, and I laughed. I couldn’t help it.

“Yeah, I guess I am. You should keep that in mind the next time you ask me to turn on my best friend. Also, you might want to sleep with one eye open.”

“Or what, you’ll talk me to death?”

“No, I’ll come into your room in the middle of the night with an electric razor and a grudge. Or maybe I’ll put bleach in your shampoo. Or bronzer in your foundation. Or hair removal cream in your eyebrow gel. I know your habits and your routine, and I’m feeling pretty damn creative.” And…victorious. “There’s no telling what I might do.”

“Right. You’re going to sneak into my house and give me a malicious makeover while I sleep.” Her tone was sarcastic, but her words lacked bite.

I shrugged. “I cut Laura’s hair off at the scalp, and I actually like her.” True, I hadn’t known what I was doing and had no plans to ever do it again. But Peyton didn’t need to know that.

She stammered incoherently, and I took a second to enjoy her shock. Then I turned back to Luca and tugged him toward my car, leaving Peyton to stare after us.

“What was that all about?” Luca asked as I opened my driver’s side door. “Dancer drama?”

I shrugged. “Just establishing the new pecking order. I figure if I can snatch us from the jaws of certain death in the Netherworld, I can handle just about anything this world has to throw at me.”

Luca’s brows rose. “This world has some Netherworldly things to throw too,” he reminded me.

“Then maybe you should stick around and help me swing a bat.” I grabbed a handful of his shirt and pulled him closer, and for the first time in my life I didn’t care what I looked like or who saw me. At least for the next few minutes, none of that mattered. What mattered was that I now understood things I’d never imagined possible before—not just about the Netherworld, but about myself. I was truly awake, for the first time in my life, and if asleep was what I’d been before, I never wanted to sleep again.

“That sounds like fun. In a terrifying kind of way,” Luca said, with half a smile.

He was right. I probably should have been scared. Later, I probably would be. But in that moment, with the sun shining, the monsters vanquished, and Peyton stunned speechless at my back, I kind of felt like a new kind of princess. A warrior princess, ready to swing her battle-ax through hordes of the fashion-challenged and the socially unfortunate.

I felt like I could do anything. I could lead the dance team. I could stand up for Laura. I could even let my cousin’s crazy drama slide right off my back. And if no one else would tell me what I needed to know, I could damn well find my own answers.

But as Luca slid into my passenger seat to accept my offer of a ride home, the most pressing question was already weighing heavy on my mind.

What does a warrior princess wear for her first day on the throne?
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