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EPIGRAPH

Why be a man when you can be a success?

—BERTOLT BRECHT

There are always two deaths, the real one and the one people know about.

—JEAN RHYS, WIDE SARGASSO SEA
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The things we want are only thus because we cannot have them. I myself desire a legacy that reaches beyond my own small life, perhaps even into immortality. When I achieve this—if, not when—it will surely cease to be the core of my longing. I crave and dread to know what I will want then. It will be bigger, yes, and accordingly it will consume me that much more.

—Excerpt from Warden Crawford’s journal, spring 1953
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When Cal woke up, the classroom was empty. No professor. No students. His cheek stuck to the desk a little as he jerked his head up. His mouth tasted sour and the world spun, everything skewed and fuzzy.

“He’s in here.”

That was his professor’s voice. Professor Reyes. God, she was horrible. Cal couldn’t stand her. That stupid gap in her teeth. The way she rolled her eyes when she posed a question and no hands went up. Maybe you should ask better questions, lady.

His head pounded, that sour taste in his mouth making his stomach turn. He put his head back down on the desk. It wasn’t exactly comfortable, but it was better than keeping his eyes open and feeling the light pierce straight through to the back of his skull.

“This is the third time, Roger,” Professor Reyes was saying. “Three times. It’s unacceptable.”

“I understand, Carie. Thanks for coming to me with this.”

“Of course.” Cal could just imagine her rolling those beady eyes of hers. “But next time . . .”

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry.” Roger—his dear old dad—managed a wry laugh. “There won’t be a next time.”

The door shut slowly but with a hard snap at the end, as if to say she was leaving them alone but wasn’t happy about it. Cal wasn’t happy about it either. A new feeling knotted up in his gut, almost sharp enough to make him sick. But that might have been from the half case of Yuengling he’d had last night. The one that had made him pass out in class in the first place.

“Does this mean I can go back to Greenport?” Cal lifted his head again, this time smudging a tiny puddle of drool across the desk. “Please tell me I can go back to Greenport.”

“I thought you hated Greenport. Couldn’t wait to leave.” Roger—it was always Roger, never Dad or Pop—hoisted up the girth over his belt before settling down on a desk facing Cal. The chair-and-desk-in-one squeaked in protest from the burden.

“Yeah, well, Greenport does suck. But this place sucks even worse.”

Staring at his father was like looking into a magical mirror that showed Cal’s future if he didn’t lay off the cheap beer and Commons pizza. There was just the sparest tuft of reddish-brown hair on Roger’s head, a few desperate wisps that he combed and gelled into an apology for his freckled bald spot. He had those freckles on his cheeks, too, darkening through his perpetual suntan. He had been handsome once, a fact his mother pointed out constantly until it wasn’t so much affectionate as just really, really sad.

Your father was so handsome, Cal. Such a handsome young man.

Cal frowned, shifting his eyes to the floor. His mother could be so deluded. She still insisted on saying that crap even after the divorce, like maybe wishing could take her back in time. Frankly, Cal thought she was lucky to be rid of him.

“Drunk, Cal. Drunk in class? Three times?” Roger shook his head, making his drooping cheeks go all walrus-y and loose. “Thank God Caroline came to me. You’re getting a reputation, son—a reputation I can’t smooth over and pretty up for much longer.”

“You poor thing.”

“Sit up.”

And Cal did. Sometimes, occasionally, he obeyed that singular tone of voice Roger had. It was the same voice Cal used to hear before getting taken over his father’s knee as a kid.

“You know, some people would call this a cry for help.”

Cal shrugged and worked a kink out of his neck. “Some people are idiots.”

“You are not going back to Greenport.” Roger crossed his arms over his chest, firming up his jowls into a sneer. “You are not going anywhere. You’re going to stay here and get a tutor. You’re going to sober up and stop this . . . this . . . these tantrums.” He adjusted his tie and looked away, to one of the high, streaked windows. “I thought the gay thing was bad enough, but your behavior has only deteriorated since you started at this school.”

“Gee, Roger, thanks.” The gay thing. That sharp sickness in his stomach calmed. Roger was just trying to rile him up, get a reaction, and he wouldn’t let that happen. Couldn’t let that happen. “Did you like take a seminar on being a total dickhead, or does it just come naturally?”

He expected the anger, but he didn’t see the slap coming. It hit and hit hard, and Cal felt his teeth slice open the inside of his cheek.

His father had been handsome once. His father had been an athlete once. His father had probably been human once, too.

Bastard.

“You will get a tutor,” Roger repeated, wringing out his hand. “And you will sober up.”

“And if I don’t?”

His father stood and shimmied his belt again, staring down at Cal with cool, empty eyes. “I don’t like making contingencies, Cal. Tutor. Sober. We won’t be having this conversation a second time.”
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The words on the page blurred. Something behind his right eye felt like it was broken, like part of his eyeball had snapped off, leaving behind a blinding throb that wouldn’t quit. He drummed his fingers on the desk, trying to disguise the tremor in his hand.

Less than four hours after his argument with Roger, here he was doing the tutor thing. The sober thing? Well, there was only so much a guy could tackle at once.

There were words in front of him on the desk and words ringing in his ears, but try as he might, Cal couldn’t make heads or tails of their meaning or how they could possibly be relevant to him and his raging hangover, which hadn’t gotten better even after all the aspirin he’d taken.

“Do you have any beer?”

Blinking, swallowing a yawn, his tutor stared back at him. She was cute, sort of, in the way only a quiet book nerd could be cute. She had tawny skin and shapeless, curly dark hair. Her teal eyes were the most conventionally attractive thing about her.

Those teal eyes were still staring at him. Right. Fallon. That was her name.

“You know drinking more won’t really cure your hangover, right?” Fallon asked, scratching at her cheek with the eraser on her pencil.

“I don’t know and I don’t care.” Cal stretched, then thought better of it. Hunching over the desk seemed to be the only position that didn’t rile his headache. “I just know that I want a beer right now, an ice-cold one, and that I want to know the bare minimum to write this paper on Wide Sargasso Seat.”

“Sea.”

“Whatever. This book is basically fan fiction for another, more famous book. Why are we even tested on this garbage?”

“Definitely don’t put that in the paper,” Fallon muttered, rolling her eyes. But she stood and shuffled over to the mini-fridge next to her bed and crouched, rummaging until she came up with a can of Bud Light. Maybe she wasn’t such a nerd after all. “Here.”

She put the can down harder than she had to on the desk, punctuating that one huffy word.

Cal managed a weak chuckle and cracked open the tab top. “On a diet?”

“Remind me to charge extra for this tutoring session. Sorry, charge your dad.” Not one for the jokes, then. That figured. Roger would’ve made sure whatever tutor he picked was totally humorless.

Just like Roger.

“What’s he like anyway?” Fallon asked, so softly and casually that Cal wasn’t sure he’d heard her correctly.

“Who?”

“Your dad. I’ve seen him a few times on campus, but I was surprised when he called me.” Fallon was watching him intently. Too intently for his liking. “I’m not an English major, and I’ve definitely never taken psych. Seems like there are better tutors for you on campus.”

“Maybe you’re the cheapest,” Cal suggested.

“Right, like that’s a big concern for your family.” Rolling her eyes, she watched him fiddle with the icy beer can and seemed to interpret his silence as disagreement. “I thought you guys were loaded. And he’s the dean. I hear he’s got everyone in this place in his pocket—faculty, staff. . . .”

“Who told you that?” Cal asked, slumping down into his chair with a nonchalance he didn’t feel. He took a sip of his beer to cover up the sudden flush in his cheeks.

Fallon turned to look out the window, the light coming in making her eyes even paler and more exotic. “Nobody told me,” she said. “I just crack a campus newspaper once in a while. He’s in like every other article, doing charity stuff, fund-raisers. Isn’t he helping some local politician’s big run?”

“What are you, president of my dad’s fan club?” Cal sipped the beer, but it didn’t have the numbing effect he was hoping for. “You need a new hobby, my friend.”

Fallon closed her book and leaned on it, flicking her pale eyes between Cal and the can of beer. “How the hell did you end up here?”

About as quickly as he had lost interest in the assignment, he had also lost interest in the beer, and leaned back in the chair, fiddling with the chunky class ring on his left hand. “Here as in here?” he asked, pointing to his own chair. “Or here as in the college?”

“Take your pick.”

“Stanford didn’t want me. Princeton passed, too,” he said.

“I can’t imagine why,” he thought he heard her mumble. More clearly, she said, “Daddy’s money and influence didn’t fix all that for you? I mean, you could be top dog on this campus, and it doesn’t really seem like you are.”

Ouch. Cal caught her eye, staring until she looked guiltily away. What was up with this chick?

“Well, to answer your question, I’m stuck here—at this college and in this chair—because dear old Dad’s the dean, as you seem so happy to remind me,” Cal replied with a withering sneer. “He only uses his money and influence to help himself, but because of him, I’m held to a higher standard.”

“Are you kidding? I heard what happened in Professor Reyes’s class. Anyone else would’ve been on academic probation or kicked out for good. I’d say mandatory tutoring is pretty damn lenient,” Fallon said, and then in an undertone, “Pretty damn lucky.”

What was he supposed to say to that? No? That he hadn’t been silver-spoon-fed since before he could remember? He pushed away from the desk and stood, wandering to the dorm room window that overlooked the quad. Fallon had managed to snag a single in Jeffreys, which, for a second-year, was about as likely as getting hit by a comet and lightning in the same day. Cal moved the cheap Ikea curtain out of his way, squinting through the painful flood of sunlight to see the students milling around between classes.

Devon Kurtwilder and his buddies were having an impromptu lacrosse match on the grass outside Cal’s dorm, Brookline. The whole thing could’ve been torn straight out of an Abercrombie & Fitch catalog, chiseled abs and criminally tousled hair included.

If only he could get Devon as his tutor instead . . .

Cal also saw his friends Micah and Lara sitting under a tree not far from the lacrosse game. One of Devon’s buddies passed a ball sharply to his teammate and it flew wide, nearly smacking Lara in her glossy dark head. Micah was instantly on his feet, all but beating on his chest Tarzan-style at the jocks. For a second, Cal thought the screaming match was going to escalate into a full-on fight. But then he saw his father striding up the concrete path that bisected the quad. Roger dodged onto the grass and came between Micah and the lacrosse players, saying something to Micah and waving around a manila file folder. Even after the players backed off and resumed their game, Roger kept waving the folder and barking at Cal’s friends. Whatever he was shouting about, it made Lara gather her things and leave in a hurry.

Cal hoped this didn’t mean anything serious for Micah—he didn’t need to be getting in trouble. His roommate had had a rough life before college, but he worked really hard to be an upstanding student now. In fact, Micah had become the sort of model citizen at NHC that Cal had never managed to be. It had just taken a little help from Roger and a meeting with the admissions office to sweep Micah’s record under the mat and get him into the school in the first place. According to Micah, anyway. It seemed like a fantasy to Cal. He didn’t know that Roger.

If it was true, it was probably the nicest thing his father had ever done for anyone.

Cal left the window behind with a snort. A lot more than a pane of glass separated him from Micah and his father. “Et tu, Micah?” he said aloud.

“Can we get back to the novel, please?” Fallon asked in a huff, turning in her chair. She pulled her curls into a messy bun, the hair tie snapping so loudly it made him wince. “Or do I get to be your therapist, too?”

“My best friends here are dating,” Cal said, as if that explained everything. He still insisted on making that distinction. His best friends here. He wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t like his friends from Greenport even thought about him anymore. They were all busy planning their bright futures as senators and governors, at Yale, Harvard. . . . “Not that it’ll last. Lara will figure out what a boring goody-goody Micah really is, and that’ll be the end of it. She says she finally wants a nice guy, but I know what a load of crap that is.”

“Goody-goody?” Fallon laughed, a little bitterly, and glanced up from her book. “I heard that kid has a rap sheet.”

“Oh my God, for stealing. In high school. It’s not like he killed somebody!” Though honestly, Cal himself had found Micah’s past intriguing when he met him last year. How often did you come across an overachieving, down-home charmer with a record?

“I always liked Lara,” Fallon said softly, and with maybe a hint of disappointment. “She was in my first-year seminar. Brought a funny bear thermos to class every day.”

“Yeah, she goes everywhere with that thing.” Fallon seemed to know an awful lot about his friends, even though Cal had never seen her hanging around them before. Then again, NHC was a tiny campus. He could probably name half of his year by name.

Cal ran his fingers across the spines of the textbooks and novels lining Fallon’s crowded bookshelf. A few comic books were sticking out at the end. He chuckled and pulled one of them down. “Dudes in purple spandex, eh? Good choice.”

“You can borrow it if you want,” Fallon replied, finally shutting her book in resignation. “Although your dad would probably skin me if he knew we were reading comic books right now. You’re supposed to be studying, Cal.”

“The Phantom,” Cal read aloud with a smirk, ignoring her. “The ghost who walks! Ooh, spooky! The purple getup kind of kills it, though, don’t you think?”

“Seriously, take it. You’d probably like it. It’s about a spoiled kid from a spoiled family who takes up his birthright to fight crime in the jungle. Maybe it’ll work like magic and teach you something about what the rest of us peasants like to call responsibility.”

“Oh, I know all about responsibility. My dad has been trying to make me be more responsible my entire life. Too bad for him he doesn’t have any real power over me.” Cal flipped through a few of the pages of The Phantom. “Anyway, I’m not sure I should be taking cues from a man in purple tights.”

“I said you would like it, not that it was realistic.” Fallon joined him at the bookshelf. She wore ill-fitting jeans and a simple gray tee with some kind of wolf-head design on it. Her chain-mail bracelet looked like it had come straight from a cheesy Renaissance festival. She seemed like the kind of girl who would really go to those things. “But you’re right, you have better things to worry about.”

“No, it’s cool. I think I will take it,” Cal said.

Fallon shrugged, but he caught a thin smile behind the show of indifference. “So what else do you have to do to convince your dad you’re back on the straight and narrow?”

“Well, starting tomorrow, I have to sort junk in Brookline’s basement,” Cal replied with a groan, the thought temporarily squashing his upswing in mood. “Maybe I can convince Professor Reyes my delicate constitution can’t abide the dust,” he said, grabbing his book bag. “Anyway, thanks for the comic.”

“No problem. And Cal?”

He paused on his way to the door, half turning his head to face her.

“I, um, I can do a thing or two with computers. If your dad doesn’t let up, I could try and get into his email. Maybe there’s something in there you could hold over his head for a change.”

Cal chuckled, but it tapered off quickly when he realized she wasn’t kidding. What she was proposing wasn’t a bad idea, but he hadn’t quite reached that level of desperation. “Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind. But I can’t pay you as much as my dad can. I can’t pay you at all, really.”

“Please. I’ll be honest with you—your dad seems like kind of a dick,” Fallon said, going to sit at her desk. She picked up a little USB stick and began fiddling with it. “And believe it or not, I know what it’s like to have parents on your case. I could do this as a favor. It doesn’t make us best friends or anything.”

“Of course not.”

Cal paused at the door, tucking the comic book into his bag with a quick wink. “Thanks for the offer. It’ll give me something to think about after I finish this essay on Rhys’s postcolonial and postmodern response to Jane Eyre.”

Before the door closed entirely, he got to enjoy a glimpse of her bewildered expression.

“What? I have ears. Some things do get through.”

Fallon smiled and shoved a pen behind her ear. “Could’ve fooled me.”
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Brookline basement. 7:00 sharp. Prof Reyes will let you in.



Cal scowled at his phone and the irritating text message glowing up at him. This was not new information. Roger had emailed him instructions that morning. Did he really think it was necessary to police his every breath?

Cal started typing, Stop worrying about me so much, you can’t afford to lose any more hair, then changed his mind and tossed his phone onto the bed. He and Micah shared a double in Brookline, which was almost awful enough to make him pledge a frat, if only to get a better room. He and Micah had ended up here after deciding to be roommates at the last second the previous year, but the irony was, Micah was hardly ever in the room now, since he and Lara had become inseparable. This was how it always was; things between Micah and Lara would be good for a few weeks and Micah would disappear. Then she would break up with him for a few days, or he would break up with her, and he would brood at his desk listening to weepy country songs until it drove Cal out of the room, to literally anywhere else.

Cal stared at Micah’s empty, made bed. You two are poisonous for each other. Hurry up and figure that out already.

The privacy was nice, he supposed, turning back to his computer and the open document on the screen. He had managed his name and “TITLE TBD”; then, a very long subtitle he planned to turn into a paper any moment now: “The descent into madness and cultural promises left unfulfilled—the true cause of Antoinette’s deteriorated mental health in Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea.”

It wasn’t bad, really, but that was all he had. One dynamite subtitle was not going to keep him from flunking out. Cal swore and saved the document, then let his black mood propel him like a missile to the shared mini-fridge. It was stocked with beer, as always, but crouching there and perusing the shiny cans didn’t give him the jolt of anticipation it usually did. He knew if he drank right then, it would just be to secretly flip the bird at his father.

Instead, he slammed the door shut and went to crack open his window. Maybe air would help get the scholarly juices flowing.

The old Brookline windows hadn’t been replaced since the sixties, when the building used to be an actual insane asylum. The school constantly closed and reopened the dorm, promising renovations that never seemed to materialize. The place felt like a tomb. The window shrieked as Cal forced it open, and a gush of moist air poured in. The lacrosse team was out on the quad again today—or had never left—their laughter drifting up to him like distant music.

“Hey! Kurtwilder! Over here, man, I’m open! Pass!”

Cal heard the words as if from a dream. He felt like he was only half-present—like he was watching the world below from somewhere that wasn’t the world at all, and the scene before him was visible but not tangible. He imagined saying those words aloud, to Micah, maybe, or to Lara, and hearing how stupid they sounded. His friends would probably run to one of the college counselors, who would then tell him he was depressed. Here, take this medication.

Maybe that would help, he reasoned, leaning closer to the open window. He wondered if pills would make that invisible barrier between him and the world thinner or thicker. He didn’t know which option scared him more.

As he stood there, he could all but hear the cursor on his screen blinking. Waiting. Ticking down the seconds he was wasting thinking about nothing. He could just drop out. That would be one way of handling all of this. Maybe he should call his mother, get her take on things. She had the kindness Roger didn’t. But she wasn’t exactly the best role model, either, since some of that kindness came from her nightly pills and vodka cocktail.

Cal glanced at his watch. Six thirty.

Half an hour. He could buckle down and be scholarly for half an hour, surely. He crossed from the window to his bed, where the book for his essay lay facedown and open, little Post-it flags indicating passages Fallon had highlighted for him. He flopped down onto the bed and grabbed the book, rolling onto his back and propping one knee on the other.

“‘There are always two deaths,’” he read, “‘the real one and the one people know about.’”

He was finally getting into the book when his phone buzzed right next to his head, making him start and drop the book on his face. Sputtering, he elbowed the novel out of the way and snatched up his mobile.


7 sharp, Cal. I mean it.



“Jesus, Roger, I get it.”

It’s like he can sense me procrastinating from afar. Saddest superhero power ever.

Groaning, Cal pocketed the phone and hunted down his book bag and shoes, a ratty old pair of Top-Siders his first boyfriend had given him in high school. Well, technically Cal had stolen the shoes, lovingly, and then Jules just hadn’t had the heart to ask for them back. Cal would wear the damn things until they had holes and then find someone to repair them.

Brookline’s halls were empty. It wasn’t a popular evening hangout spot. Most kids he knew went to the library or the gym after dinner, sometimes to rehearsals or study groups. Even in broad daylight and at peak hours of activity, the dorm never felt cheerful. Crowded, maybe, but not lively.

That figured. There were all kinds of creepy-ass rumors about what had gone on in the bad old days of Brookline, when it was still an asylum and not just another historic fixture on a campus choked with historic fixtures. As far as he knew, it was mostly campfire crap, stories that got told around Halloween to spook the first-years and visiting prospies. He couldn’t imagine what would actually be down in the closed-off basement. Certainly by now all of the important antiques and files had been secured and put away somewhere?

Cal whistled as he skipped down the stairs, determined not to spend the night in a dark mood. This was supposed to be punishment, but he would endure it like a champ. Hell, if he tried hard enough, he might even enjoy it. Maybe he could dig up a cool story or two for Lara to use in an art project. A lot of her work was about uncovering forgotten history.

He reached the main level and then continued downward, taking the turnoff toward the shadowy entranceway he had never given a second glance. Voices reached him from the alcove, and he passed a glass display case with some faded newspaper clippings, then took a sharp right, stopping short before he tumbled into someone’s back.

“Ah. Our fifth is here.” Professor Reyes poked her head around the human barrier directly in front of him.

Then Human Barrier turned, and Cal froze, squishing his toes nervously in his Top-Siders. It was Devon. Magical Lacrosse God Devon Kurtwilder, still sweaty from his game on the quad.

“Well, that’s everyone, then,” Professor Reyes continued. She was dressed in all black and half-wrapped in a glittery, beaded black shawl. About a dozen gaudy necklaces hung from her neck. “Let’s head down, and I’ll explain the rules as we go.”

“The rules?” Cal repeated. He didn’t recognize the other two students, but they looked older, maybe juniors or seniors, both girls. His dad had been on about how this was a “lucky group of students,” handpicked by the professor to rummage around in the basement, cataloging whatever old stuff was down there. An Exploratory Committee, he’d called it, which sounded way too official and smart for Cal to be involved in any real capacity. So now he was a tagalong. Great.

Devon ignored him, snapping a piece of gum and turning back toward the professor. His shirt wafted cut grass smell and sweat.

Professor Reyes reached into one of the many crocheted pockets on her tunic and fished out a giant key ring that wouldn’t have looked out of place at Hogwarts. She swept them all with her dark, beady eyes and nodded solemnly. “There are rules to going down here, Cal. Rules to the basement. Rules to Brookline. There’s more than just dust and memory down there; there are instruments, rusted but dangerous. So we have rules, and if you follow the rules, this will all go smooth as glass.”
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Cal hated the basement.

“How often do you guys come down here?” he whispered. It seemed important to whisper, as if the shadows lurking beyond the scope of the professor’s flashlight could spread and come to life.

“It’s a delicate process, beginning to catalog and sort the contents of Brookline,” Professor Reyes explained from up ahead. The narrow walls pressed in around them until the group reached a second door—this one with a glass window that looked into a lobby area. She used the keys to unlock this door, too. “I only feel comfortable taking a handful of qualified students down here.”

He didn’t miss or appreciate the slight emphasis on the word qualified. It sounded like she was smelling dog shit as she said it.

“Where’d you dig up this freshman?” Devon Kurtwilder asked. He was directly ahead, and Cal nearly ran into him again as they all waited for her to unlock the lobby door and go through.

“Second-year,” Cal corrected, irritable.

So much for making the best of tonight.

“Mr. Erickson is . . . a special case. For now he can just observe and pick up some of the preservation techniques we use,” Professor Reyes explained. “An eager mind is always welcome.”

“Pft. Erickson.” Devon swung around, glaring at him with dark-green eyes. “Now I get it.”

Cal didn’t bother defending himself. His throat tightened up—from the dust, he decided, and not from humiliation. The door opened with a sudden, cold scrape, and Cal jumped. Professor Reyes held the door open for the two girls and Devon, but she stopped Cal, holding him by the elbow of his checked shirt.

“You’ll have to forgive Devon,” she said in a whisper, but her eyes and her tone never softened. “He, Maria, and Colleen have completed several grueling prerequisites to get down here and work on the preservation firsthand. You can understand if they’re a bit . . . touchy.”

“I get it,” Cal said, taking his arm back. “And I can’t blame them. Hey, if it improves morale, I’m more than happy to zip right back up those stairs and—”

“Nice try. Let’s get moving; we’re wasting time.”

The other students waited in the lobby, their flashlights bouncing off the dusty surfaces of desks, low side tables, and abandoned chairs. It looked like a volcano had erupted, leaving everything covered in a thick layer of gray powder. Cal’s nose itched and his eyes burned from the stale air.

“Maria and Colleen usually work together, so you can join Devon in room three.”

Room 3. That sounded simple enough. Cal flashed his new partner a quick smile, but Devon had already turned down the corridor leading away from the lobby. Cal hurried to follow, suddenly afraid of being left without the light.

“And Devon?” The professor’s needling voice echoed down the hall toward them. “Be gentle with him, and remind him of the rules, please.”

Room 3 was small, little more than a cell, with a hanging metal lamp that had long since burst its bulb. The one high window was so grimy it didn’t seem possible that any light could have made it in even in the daytime. Bars striped the glass, and the dirt from above had eroded, trickling against the window and gathering there in uneven mounds. It was impossible to forget that they were in a basement—he could feel the subterranean cold seeping through the worn soles of his shoes, chilling him completely.

“So,” Devon said absently, kneeling next to an ancient, rusted cot. “The rules . . .”

“Sorry you had to get the tagalong,” Cal replied. He let his eyes trail across the filthy walls and floor and then back to Devon’s hunched shoulders.

The other student rummaged in a leather messenger bag, pulling out a notebook, camera, and a few pens, as well as a pair of white felt gloves. “Just don’t touch anything, all right? That’s rule number one for you.”

Devon had a thick New York accent, though time away from home had rubbed off the rougher edges of it. Cal said nothing, watching him scribble something on his legal notepad. Then Devon grabbed the flashlight and stood, turning in time to reveal Professor Reyes just outside the door. She knelt, setting up a battery-run light on a little pair of yellow plastic stilts. It looked like what construction workers might use at night.

The lamp came on and Cal threw up his hand, covering his eyes from the harsh glare.

“Happy hunting,” Professor Reyes said, her eyes lingering on Cal before she disappeared again.

Happy hunting. Like anything could be happy in this room.

“She was talking to me,” Devon said. He had moved closer to the cot, carefully peeling up the rotting blanket on it with his gloved fingers. “You’re just here to observe for now.”

“Thanks, I sort of picked up on that.” Cal crossed his arms, absorbing the withering look the other boy tossed over his shoulder.

“Oh, good. A smart-ass. Can you at least take notes?”

“What do you want me to write?” Cal asked, taking out his own notebook and pen.

7:05 p.m., he jotted down. Stuck in dank cell with sexy dickhead. FML.

“I’ll let you know when I find something,” Devon muttered. Then he fell silent, absorbed in his work. Cal liked him a lot better that way. Tall, blond, with those dark-green eyes and lantern jaw . . . Not that it mattered. It was obvious Cal wasn’t even a blip on the edge of Devon’s radar. For the second time that evening he felt the invisible barrier rise; always on the outside looking in, just watching. Just an observer.

Well, screw that.

Cal turned to his right, wandering away from Devon’s careful inspection of the cot. The room wasn’t any less unsettling for the light of the work lamp. That lamp bleached the color out of things, turning the brown walls to a faded-photograph gray. How was this considered psychology stuff and not archaeology? What were they even hoping to turn up? A small table leaned against the wall opposite the cot, but there was nothing on it. This room was empty—couldn’t they see that?

Then Cal noticed something the work lamp had illuminated. He checked to see that Devon wasn’t watching, then approached the wall. The thing that had caught Cal’s eye was behind the little table, and he had to crouch to see it, squinting past one spindly leg.

It was writing—one cramped line of uneven text, scratched or carved into the concrete.

Ghosts, ghosts in the shadows, ghosts in the light, and now I am become one too

Cal stared at it for a long moment, hardly noticing that his hand had lifted pen to notepad and begun copying the words. His pen moved across the paper almost of its own accord. Then he felt a sudden cold breath against his left ear and, just as quickly, the absence of cold, of heat, of any temperature whatsoever, as if the air surrounding him had been sucked away.

He felt something. There. Just there next to his ear and slightly behind . . . Like someone was leaning over his shoulder, watching him write. His hand trembled, making a mess of the last word—too—the final o trailing off as if the letter itself had collapsed into a gasp.

“Hello?”

Cal froze. It was a little boy’s voice, soft and curious. He craned his head to the left, and for a brief flicker he saw the boy’s face, hovering beside him. Young—nine or ten—and his face was kind, but something was wrong with his head. It was lumpy, misshapen, as if he’d been in an accident.

“Are you here to help? Or are you like them, too?”

Cal shifted away from the face, the voice. It wasn’t just his hand that had lost feeling now but his entire body. Cal jerked toward the door, his back hitting the wall. He had to get away. But the instant he moved, the pale little face vanished, and the scant warmth of the room returned. The light shone brighter, and Devon . . . Devon was staring at him.

“Did you say something?” Cal whispered. The face . . . The thing . . . It was gone, wasn’t it? Or it had never been there to begin with. He searched the room, but there was nothing out of place.

“What’s up? Did you touch something?” Devon stood, rounding on him. “I told you not to touch anything!”

“I didn’t!” Cal inched toward the door, nearly tripping over the lamp. “I heard . . . You really didn’t say anything? It’s not cool to mess with me, man. It’s creepy down here!”

“Professor!” Sighing, Devon tucked his hands against his waist and shook his head. “The newbie is spooked. You better get him out of here before he has a meltdown!”

That was just fine with him. Cal showed himself the door, plunging out into the corridor. It wasn’t any better out here. He couldn’t remember what it was like to take in a breath and not taste sour air. At least he could feel his hands again, and his feet, though he couldn’t banish the feeling that that little boy was somewhere nearby, watching him. Watching him struggle to shove his notebook and pen away. Watching him struggle down the hall toward Professor Reyes, who bustled up to him with her brow furrowed.

“Is this some stunt of yours to get out early?” she asked, drawing up too close for his liking. “I am trying to help you, Cal. I am trying to be patient and work with your father—”

“It’s not a stunt,” Cal said. Didn’t he look pale to her? He felt pale. “I heard something. I saw someone.”

Her brow relaxed and she took his arm, gently, leading him back toward the lobby. “You do look pretty shaken. All right, you can be dismissed early tonight. Get some air, Cal. It can be intense down here. I’ll just need to search your bag first.”

“Fine. Take it.” He pushed the bag at her. Whatever gets me out of here fastest.

Cal watched her rifle through the bag, look over his open notebook, pause, and then put it back. She closed the clasp on the bag and handed it back across to him.

Down the hall, he heard a commotion as a door snapped open. He turned, seeing the faint glow of a flashlight come nearer, bouncing along the corridor. It was one of the girls. She skidded up to them, out of breath, pushing a feathery fall of brown hair out of her eyes.

“Professor,” she said, glancing nervously at Cal and then back to Professor Reyes. “In the office . . . You should come look.”

The professor’s beetle-black eyes glittered up at Cal in the semidarkness of the corridor, and then she was waving him along. “You’re free to go, Cal. Breathe. See your friends. Get your head together, because I expect you back tomorrow night.”

By the time he had taken his next step, she was already vanishing down the hall.
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He tried everything he could think of to get to sleep.

Micah didn’t return to their room that night, and so Cal left his desk lamp on until long after midnight. He couldn’t close his eyes without seeing the boy’s face hovering there in front of him. When he turned on his side, his spine ached; when he turned on his back, his neck hurt. . . . What was wrong with him? He didn’t believe in ghosts or hauntings or any of that crap. But he had seen something. He’d heard something. If he didn’t believe that, then he didn’t believe himself.

Cal rolled out of bed and stalked to the fridge, rummaging around until he found a travel-size bottle of vodka in the back. He downed it in one, sputtering and wiping at his mouth, then tossed the empty bottle into a Chinese takeout bag near the sink. Recycling. Close enough.

Back in bed, he didn’t feel any more clearheaded. He closed his eyes. No. The boy was back, watching him, not menacing but curious. Curious was somehow worse.

Cal’s pulse refused to slow down. He remembered this feeling from finals week last semester, when he was under so much pressure and stress that he’d stopped sleeping altogether. He would lie in bed and put his hand over his chest, and he would feel his heart racing out of control, unable to shut himself down, unable to turn off his brain. He felt that again now—that terrifying sense that he wasn’t in control of his body or his mind.

He sat up, deciding to use his nervous energy to read and take notes. But he couldn’t focus. Finally, he gave up and fished Fallon’s comic book out of his bag. He stared at the pages until his next memory was of dreaming.

The little boy was there, in his dreams, just a blur of white and blue, following him.

“Are you here to help?” the little boy asked. They were holding hands now, walking down the concrete path on the quad outside Brookline. Cal could see himself holding the kid’s hand, but felt no pressure, no warmth. . . . “Or are you like them, too?”

Cal couldn’t answer. He couldn’t control himself in the dream, and even if he could, he wouldn’t know what to say. The boy pointed to the buildings around them, those that ringed in the grassy area of the quad. They were all in black and white, torn apart, the buildings streaming with particles as if they were dissolving slowly. And they were upside down, roofs bleeding into the faded grass.

“There are always two deaths,” the boy continued, “the real one and the one people know about.”

When Cal tried to look at the boy, really look, the boy would always turn away, sometimes twisting unnaturally, only ever showing the one small glimpse Cal had seen in room 3.

The rest of him was a blank.

“There’s a . . . a man associated with the Bandar,” the boy said, pointing at Cal. “Not a man, really, more like a phantom! A ghost! A ghost who walks, cannot die, centuries old . . .”

Cal looked down at himself. He was wearing a purple spandex suit.

What the hell?

“She found something.” The boy’s voice was high and would have been sweetly childlike, except there was something empty and sad to it. “She found the key, she found him, and now they’ll never leave. We won’t ever leave, we will just all go down together.”

The boy stopped and looked up at him now, steadily. His eyes were black holes bleeding. “Are you here to help? Or are you like them, too?”
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“Cal?” He was still dreaming, maybe. Something hard bit into his shoulder, rocking him from side to side. “Cal! Jesus. Wake up, Cal. Are you hungover again?”

“No. Shut up.” Cal groaned, rolling onto his back and pawing Micah away. “Just . . . Didn’t sleep well. Stressed. Roger is on my back again.”

“Remind me to get him a ladder,” Micah said, chuckling and drifting over to his side of the room. He dropped into his desk chair and watched Cal struggle to sit up.

Cal rubbed at his puffy eyes and reached for the water glass he usually kept on the bedside table. It was empty. He swore and slammed it back down.

“You can ask for that ladder the next time you two are chumming around,” Cal muttered.

“What are you talking about?” Micah asked, leaning forward in his chair. He took off his glasses, cleaning them on the bottom of his polo shirt. Was he trying to grow a goatee? That had to be Lara’s doing.

“I saw you and Roger in the quad the other day,” Cal said. He carefully eased out of bed, taking his cup to the sink across the room to fill it with tap water. “Chat about anything in particular? Like his deadbeat son?”

Micah laughed, loudly, putting his glasses back on. The goatee certainly made him less nondescript, more of the dark and tousled bad boy Lara no doubt wanted him to be. “Contrary to popular belief, Cal, the world does not revolve around you. No, we were talking about some program he wants me to run. There are a few kids he thinks might be getting into trouble with townies off campus. He wants me to talk to them about my time in juvie.”

“Funny, he didn’t ask me if I wanted to attend.”

“Probably because he wants to help you out himself,” Micah replied. Cal could hear the growing exasperation in the other boy’s voice. “You know I’m no fan of Roger, but where I come from, if your pop’s in a position to help, you take it and you stop complaining about it.”

“Where you come from, people eat alligators, so you’ll understand if I don’t jump to take your advice.”

Micah put up his hands as if to surrender. “Suit yourself, man. I just think you’re going about this all wrong. Let Roger help you out. Get on his good side and then he’ll leave you alone.”

Cal’s phone jittered, vibrating across his desk. Wincing, he went to collect it, knowing before he even picked it up who would be messaging.

“Speak of the devil,” he mumbled.

“Roger?”

“Who else?” He rubbed at his temples and the bridge of his nose; then he remembered that was Roger’s tic and stopped.

“You know we’re worried about you, right?” Micah said, but Cal wasn’t listening. “Lara and I both are. You can talk to us if you need to.”

“Yeah,” Cal said. “Yeah, cool. Thanks.”


My office. Now. I know you don’t have class until noon, so no excuses.



“I’ll probably take you up on that,” he added absently.

He wouldn’t, of course, but it was nice to think someone cared.

Cal loaded up his bag for the day and lugged it across campus. It would be Roger’s office for a check-in; then Elementary Econometrics, which he actually looked forward to; lunch; that damned lit class; Intermediate Microeconomics; and then tutoring with Fallon. At least if he was busy, he thought, it might keep him from thinking too hard about the night before.

Roger’s offices were in the prettiest building on campus, Middle College, the tall, tapered, nineteenth-century mansion not far from Wilfurd Commons. Bright, scholarly pennants hung down around the doors, which were always left open during days with good weather. The chapel bells finished chiming as Cal half jogged across the stone courtyard. A pair of senior girls passed, bringing a strong whiff of coffee as they went.

The light inside the building was cave-like compared to the pure, bright sun in the quad. Dark, wood-paneled walls lined the upper floor, with portraits of previous deans and presidents leading up to the row of office doors. Roger’s was third, with a neat little nameplate and everything. Some of the other doors were decorated with college stickers or news clippings, but Roger’s was fittingly austere.

Cal knocked, feeling his gut twist up into preemptive knots.

“Come in.”

Deep breath. You can do this. You went to tutoring, you went to help Professor Reyes. You’re playing along. You’re playing along.
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Roger sat perched on the edge of his broad mahogany desk, his foot dangling weirdly, showing a sliver of red business socks. Gray pin-striped suit. Pocket square. He must have had fancy meetings scheduled. For a while he just studied Cal, pinching his lips up and then relaxing them again.

“Are you depressed?”

Cal blinked. “What? I don’t know. Probably. Isn’t everyone?”

Clearly that wasn’t the answer Roger was looking for. He reached back on his desk and picked up a piece of paper. His office was just as devoid of personality as his door—his walls were blank except for a few college posters, touches of humanity probably added by staffers and not Roger himself.

“I have an email here from Professor Reyes,” Roger announced, waving the paper around. Cal groaned inwardly. “She said you showed up on time last night—good, good—and then you ‘grew agitated and insisted on leaving early.’ Care to explain?”

“Did you seriously go to the trouble of printing that out?” Cal asked.

“I’m not rising to this today. I simply refuse to.” He put down the email and clasped his hands loosely in his lap. “What do you want, Cal?”

That wasn’t a loaded question or anything.

“What do you want?” Roger repeated, squinting. “I know it’s not to make me happy, that’s obvious. I don’t know if you’re still acting out because of the divorce, or because of your identity crisis, or simply because you lack ambition and focus, but I will know what you want. Think long and hard about that. What do you want?”

Cal shifted, staring down at his Top-Siders. He would rather be yelled at, or even hit again. He didn’t know how to deal with this side of his father. “I . . . I don’t know what I want, all right?”

“The sad thing is that whatever it is,” Roger said, his voice dropping a little, “you could have it. We have the means. I have the means.”

Roger stood, taking the email from Professor Reyes and a chunky fountain pen from his desk. He walked these things to Cal, holding them patiently. “Write it down, Cal. Write down what you want.”

“What, now?”

“Yes. Now.”

God, this was embarrassing. Cal took the paper and pen, flipping over the email, but not before glimpsing a stray sentence.

If you need your son to wake up, you know what to do.

Did everyone think he was beyond help? From where he was standing, his life really didn’t seem that bad, but maybe he just couldn’t tell. Whatever, he could humor Roger, who was clearly off his nut if he thought he could just—poof!—conjure what Cal wanted out of thin air. It was a stupid exercise, but probably harmless. Hopefully harmless. Swallowing around a lump, he flattened his palm and tried to write as if he believed that, surprised by how quickly the words came out.

I want my friends back. I want Devon Kurtwilder to notice me. I don’t want to be a screwup anymore.

He shuddered. Maybe this was a bad idea. Did he really want Roger to know anything about him? Roger took the pen and paper, reading it over and making a quiet grunting sound. He glanced up at Cal, and for once he wasn’t scowling. “This gives me hope, Cal.”

“That makes one of us.”

His father laughed, drily, and folded the paper, tucking it into one of his interior suit pockets. “What do you think of Fallon Brandt so far?”

“Huh?” That was a leap. “My tutor?”

“Yes, Fallon. What do you think of her?” Roger took up his perch on the desk again, studying Cal closely.

Diplomatic, be diplomatic, even if you have to channel Micah.

“She’s . . . cool, I guess. Seemed smart. I like her.”

Where was this going?

“Strange little girl, don’t you think? I don’t like her at all. Keeps trying to break into secure networks on campus and snoop around. It’s probably nothing, but we can’t take these things lightly.” Roger adjusted his tie, then smoothed it down fussily with both hands. “She’s a hacker, Cal. She’s trouble. She’s rooting around in college archives for a lark, and I don’t like it.”

His tone was icy again.

Cal started and stopped his answer a few times. “I don’t get it. You hooked me up with her. I thought I was getting help with my English essay.”

“Yes. I always prefer to kill two birds with one stone when I can,” Roger said, smiling mildly. “But now I have this,” he added, patting the pocket with Cal’s list, “which means plan A it is. You do something for me, and we get you what you want.”

We?

Cal laughed. He had to—this was absurd. Since when was his father at all interested in giving Cal what he wanted, instead of just forcing him to do what Roger himself wanted? “Unless you secretly have mind-control powers, that’ll be kind of difficult.”

Roger smiled and leaned across his desk to open a drawer on the other side. After a moment, he withdrew something small and glassy, the greenish surface reflecting the sunlight streaming through his office window.

“We’re at a crossroads, Cal,” Roger said, beckoning him over with an eerie look in his eye. When Cal looked at his father, he didn’t see so much of himself anymore. He didn’t recognize this man. “You take this and plant it somewhere in Fallon’s dorm room. You do that, and things will be different. Better. I promise.”

Cal drifted across the carpet, hesitating. He saw the little glass cylinder in his father’s hand and felt his heart plummet. It was a pipe, and not for smoking tobacco. If he put this in Fallon’s room, he could get her into all kinds of trouble. . . .

“She already has two strikes for tampering with college security,” Roger continued, holding out the pipe. Cal stared at it, feeling his hand twitch. “One more strike and she won’t be a problem anymore.”

“A problem? And this is how you handle a problem? Roger, I don’t want to get her kicked out,” he said, feeling suddenly like a child, naive. “She seems nice.”

“I’m sure she does seem nice, Cal. I’m sure she seemed very nice when she was trying to solicit your help breaking into my computer.”

Cal flinched, and Roger smirked.

“Just as I thought. She’s trouble, Cal. And the last thing you need is more trouble.” Cal closed his fingers around the pipe, but Roger didn’t let go, yanking him closer. “So I’m asking you, politely but firmly, to come to the other side. If you really want what’s best for you and Ms. Seems Nice, you’ll say yes.”

The pipe came free and Cal stumbled back a step. His eyes flicked to Roger’s pocket, where his list was hidden.

“If I don’t do it?” he whispered. His lips were painfully dry.

“There are others currently on the right side who could go right back to being in trouble.” Now his tone wasn’t ice but steel, and when Cal met his father’s eyes, they pierced. “Micah, for example.”

Cal’s fingers turned into a fist around the pipe. “He spent a few weeks in juvie for theft—who cares? It’s not even that big of a deal. Nobody would expel him for that.”

“Theft?” Roger’s head hung back as he laughed. “Is that what he told you?” His laughter died down, and then the steel was back in his gaze. “You’re even more out of touch than I thought.”

Roger stopped there, but Cal refused to give him the satisfaction of asking for an explanation.

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll do it your way, then. Just . . . I don’t want Fallon to get in too much trouble.”

Roger waved him away, turning to pick up a mug of coffee from his desk. His smile was back, as if this was business as usual. “You just worry about upholding your end of the bargain”—he tapped the list in his pocket—“and let me worry about upholding mine.”
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My paunchy old man is in the collegiate mafia, Cal thought, dragging himself across campus to Fallon’s dorm. All day the pipe had sat like an anchor in his pocket, a heavy reminder of what he was supposed to be doing.

Sure, he didn’t know know Fallon, but she seemed decent enough. Not really in his social circle, maybe, but that didn’t mean she deserved to get kicked out of school. Some of her tutoring had sunk in, and hadn’t she let him borrow that comic book?

A comic book he had left in his dorm room accidentally. Damn. He would have to find a way to get it back to her, and hope that it could happen before an RA found the pipe in her room.

He passed the fraternity and sorority houses lining the road that led to the residential side. Cal watched the lights come on in the Sig Tau frat house, an old Victorian monstrosity with four white columns and a sandy brick facade.

Devon was probably inside playing Xbox with his frat brothers, telling stories about the underclassman who’d geeked out in Brookline’s basement like a little baby.

Something brushed Cal’s wrist. He looked down, expecting a bit of stray spiderweb or a bush frond, but it was that damn kid, smiling up at him.

The boy was holding his hand.

Cal gasped and jerked his fingers away from nothing at all.

The ghostly little boy was gone, leaving behind a whisper of cold on his skin. God, and he would have to go back inside that basement in—he glanced at his watch—three short hours.

But first, Fallon.

Cal hurried his steps to Jeffreys. He used the closer entrance, brushing past a guy who was ignoring the ten-foot rule and having a cigarette by the door.

There were elevators in the main lobby, but Cal took the stairs just inside the door. His footsteps echoed up all three floors, and music and soft laughter bled through the walls. In one room someone practiced the violin.

He made his way to Fallon’s door and knocked under the plastic dry-erase board. He saw that someone had left her a note in green marker.


Hey Fal, stopped by. Miss ur cute fais. Check the subreddit, k?—Holly



And above that, in curlicue script: No Admittance Except on Party Business.

Cal knocked again, leaning in and calling through the door, “I’m not on party business, but we had a session scheduled.”

He heard the latch go, and the door opened a second later. Fallon didn’t greet him, so he elbowed his way inside, sighing and letting his book bag droop down to his elbow. The damn thing had to weigh fifty pounds with all his textbooks crammed inside.

The room smelled strongly of incense, which was against the rules, but Cal was way past thinking this girl cared about the rules.

“Sandalwood?” Cal asked, nodding toward the brown stick smoldering away near the open window. She had used an empty soda can for a holder, wedging the incense stick through the tab. “Trying to cover something up?”

“Like what?” Fallon asked, giving him a blank look.

“Never mind.”

She had already laid out the books and notebooks on the desk for them. Cal joined her at the table, sliding into his chair with a grunt of relief.

“Long day?” she asked. She wore a dark-blue sundress over shiny patterned leggings. Today it was a chain-mail necklace instead of a bracelet.

“You have no idea.” Cal pulled out his copy of Wide Sargasso Sea and his notebook, opening it to find that message staring back at him.

Ghosts, ghosts in the shadows, ghosts in the light, and now I am become one too

He slammed the cover shut and leaned his elbows on it.

“You seem edgy. Want a beer?” She was already on her way to the mini-fridge.

“You sure that won’t get in the way?”

Fallon shrugged, bouncing the messy curls on her shoulders. “My job is to make sure you pass your lit class. I’m not your sobriety coach. Here, I’ll join you.”

Stop being nice, you’re making this harder.

“I got a good start on my essay last night,” Cal lied, cracking open the beer she offered. It was ice cold, and he had to admit, it helped the jitters in his stomach. “So thanks. I think this is helping.”

“Miracles really do happen,” she joked, raising her can in a toast. Then she browsed through her copy of the novel, trying to find where they had left off. “Your dad still giving you a hard time?”

More questions about Roger. Maybe his father was right about her, and the friendliness was all an act. Cal shrugged, glancing around her room, looking for a spot to hide the contraband. “You know that basement in Brookline?”

Taking another sip of her beer, Fallon nodded and then picked up a pen, tapping it on the open book in front of her. “You got to go down there, right? What was it like?”

“Gross. Dusty. Depressing.”

“So not a prime make-out spot then?” Fallon smiled and plucked at the tab on her beer can. It made a sharp twanging sound. “I’ll scratch it off the list.”

Cal blanched. “Oh, I’m . . . not really into girls.”

“And I’m not really into guys.” She winked, but it was friendly, and the jitters leaped again in his stomach.

He had to distract himself or he would come clean and tell her what his father was up to. “There was this part of the book I really liked. . . .” Cal searched frantically through his notes. “This line—‘There are always two deaths, the real one and the one people know about.’”

Fallon nodded, her turquoise eyes suddenly distant. “Yeah. My favorite was always: ‘Blot out the moon, pull down the stars. Love in the dark, for we’re for the dark so soon, so soon.’”

“You know that by heart?” Cal asked, impressed.

She shrugged and went back to her book. “Some things just stick, you know?”

He ran his hand over his notebook. He did know.

Cal reached into his pocket and shifted the pipe closer to his leg, farther in where he wouldn’t be tempted to reach. It would stay hidden, where it belonged, and Fallon would stay at NHC, where she belonged.
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Cal was feeling pretty proud of the fact that it only took two more beers before he had the courage to keep his appointment with Professor Reyes and the others. He arrived promptly, if not eagerly, clutching his book bag and a flashlight of his own.

Tonight I won’t touch anything or even look too hard at anything, he promised himself. I’ll stand still, I’ll watch what Devon does—which is really not such a bad way to pass the time—and that will be that.

But they were a man down when he arrived—specifically a Devon down.

Immediately, Cal thought of the folded piece of paper in his father’s suit pocket. This isn’t good.

Just a coincidence, he assured himself. Devon was an athlete; he probably pulled a muscle in the weight room or took a bad fall in practice.

“Where’s Devon?” he asked, sticking his hands in his pockets and eyeing the two girls, then Professor Reyes. He had left the pipe back in his room, locked in a combination safe under his bed.

“It’s disappointing, but Devon won’t be joining us,” Professor Reyes lamented with a heavy sigh. “And since he was your supervision, that means you’re off the hook for this evening, Mr. Erickson.”

“Oh,” he said blankly. “Bummer.”

“Yes. I’m sure you’re devastated.”

“I’ll be going, then. . . .”

“But we’ll be seeing you tomorrow evening, the usual time.” Professor Reyes took out her key ring and turned away, finished with him. “Girls, I want to start in the office right away today. If you find another mention of that boy, you bring it to me. No need to make copies of anything, just bring me the originals.”

Cal didn’t dare let out a relieved breath until he had cleared the corner and was already bounding up the stairs. Devon’s unexplained absence was weird, but probably nothing. Cal’s relief was cut short, however, when he arrived back at his room.

He could hear the commotion through the door.

“This is BULLSHIT.”

Micah. Micah didn’t yell. Micah never raised his voice above a low Southern drawl. This was—

“Who told you?” he was screaming now. “Who told you!?”

Cal peered inside the door, afraid something would come hurling toward him if he busted in too quickly. His roommate paced the border between their halves of the room. The phone clutched in his white-knuckled fist looked like it was about to shatter.

“You couldn’t tell me this in person? You had to fucking text me?”

Cal could hear a high, frantic voice on the other end. A girl’s voice. He wedged himself farther inside, feeling his pulse crank up a few notches as he fit the pieces together. They were fighting, breaking up again, but this was sooner than he expected. Usually they at least lasted for a few weeks. . . .

“I’m not that person anymore,” Micah was saying, calmer now but still with that hint of breathless desperation Cal had never heard before. “You know I’m not that person.”

Finally Micah noticed Cal and swiveled around to face him with wet, shining cheeks.

“Is everything okay?” Cal mouthed silently.

“I have to go,” Micah said into the phone, hanging up and throwing it savagely at his bed. It skipped across the mattress, bumping against the pillow. “She broke up with me,” he said in a hollow whisper, staring at the floor as if he had never seen it before. “Again.”

The next morning, the goatee was gone.
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I’m disappointed, Cal.



Three little words. Cal’s thumb hovered over the phone, but he didn’t know how to respond. He hadn’t planted the pipe, and now he was left to hope that Roger had been bluffing about the potential fallout of his failure.

I just need more time, Cal finally replied.

That was a lie. He wasn’t going to do it. Somehow, he would have to fix this. He would just have to go to Roger’s office and call the whole thing off, promise to do better, be better, with no bribes or threats on the table.

Whatever was going on between Fallon and Roger, that was between them. And really, all luck to Fallon. Maybe she’d find something in Roger’s emails to put him in his place.

Cal set his phone down on the mattress. Slashes of early morning sun peeked through their curtains, and he splayed his hand in one of the patches of light on the blanket, feeling the warmth on his skin—the opposite sensation of the little ghost boy’s hand.

He shuddered. That dream had come again. This time the boy had been with him in Brookline, leading him down to the door that could only be opened with the professor’s keys.

“Go through,” the boy had said, pointing. “Go through, ghost who walks, go through.”

That was all Cal could remember of it. He drifted in and out of his morning routine in a haze, forgetting to brush his teeth before stumbling out the door with Micah still dozing in his bed. Cal texted Lara to see if she was doing okay and received an immediate—if negative—response.

He had his friends back, but not the way he wanted them.

His class load was lighter that day, which was good, considering he would hardly be able to keep himself awake even with an energy drink. After his last class, he had his final tutoring session with Fallon before his English paper was due.

He jogged past the frats and sororities to Fallon’s dorm. The dark clouds that had been gathering all day looked ready to burst, and he didn’t want to add soaking wet to exhausted, confused, and stressed.

He checked his phone as he took the last few stairs to her floor, surprised to find Roger hadn’t dashed off an angry response to his text. It wasn’t like Roger to take failure this quietly.

Frowning, Cal glanced up from his cell to find he wasn’t alone in visiting Fallon. A petite girl with neon-blue hair was waiting outside the door. One side of her head was shaved, and the rest was gathered up in a haphazard ponytail at her nape. The oversize tank top she wore hung off her bony frame, showing a lacy pink bra underneath.

She turned and looked Cal up and down.

“What’s your story, pretty boy? You looking for Fal, too?”

“She’s my tutor,” he said, curling his lip. “Who’s asking?”

“Holliday.” She stuck out her hand. Her skin was so pale it was almost translucent. Every knuckle sported a ring of some kind. One of them even looked hinged, like she could hide something inside it.

“Cal,” he said. They shook hands, and her fingers were like ice. “Is Fallon not in?”

“Not in. Not answering emails. Not answering her phone.” Holliday shrank a little, pressing her palm to Fallon’s door. “Fal doesn’t do that. She doesn’t go dark, not without telling me first.”

Oh shit.

“Maybe she’s just hung up in class,” Cal suggested. “Reception blows on the academic side.”

“It blows here, too, but her phone’s boosted. Look, I don’t know why I’m telling you this, pretty boy. Just holler if you see her, okay?” Holliday jerked him closer by the arm. She was surprisingly strong. She yanked up his sleeve and produced a black permanent marker, scribbling her number on his forearm.

“Hey,” he pulled his arm back. “You could ask first.”

“Yeah, whatever. If you see anything, you text me.” Holliday shoved away from him, glancing at Fallon’s door one last time before slinking down the hall.

If I see anything. What if I already know something?

Cal almost messaged Roger to let him know his tutoring session had to be canceled, hoping against hope that Roger would respond with surprise. But he had a strong suspicion that Roger already knew. That he had found some other way to remove his so-called problem.

No, no, no. This couldn’t be happening.
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Cal didn’t go straight back to Brookline. He wandered around campus, hoping that a solution would come to him, or that he’d run into Fallon, who would explain that she’d just been asleep in the library or working out at the gym. Maybe her phone had died, and she’d completely forgotten about their tutoring session. Eventually, Cal headed back to his room, convinced that he was being paranoid and there were any number of logical explanations for where she might be.

When his phone finally buzzed an hour later, it wasn’t Fallon or Roger. It was a number he didn’t recognize. Cal read the message with the feeling that his whole world was turning upside down. Any other day he would’ve welcomed this surprise. But today, after everything, he stood in the middle of his room, staring at his phone in mute horror.


Hey, this is Devon. From the other night? We got off on the wrong foot. We should meet up tonight. Maybe grab dinner?



“How did you even get this number?” Cal muttered at the phone. He blinked hard and wiped at the sweat starting to prickle at his temples. Okay. This could still be fixed. All of it could be fixed. First, he would take that stupid pipe back to Roger. He would calmly explain that he didn’t want any part of what was happening here—that making the list at all had been a mistake. Cal didn’t care about any of it—didn’t want anything from anyone.

He certainly couldn’t go to dinner with Devon. Not yet. Not until he knew just what the hell was going on. That lame platitude, “Be careful what you wish for,” flashed mockingly in front of his eyes.

“Yeah, yeah,” he mumbled, going down on his knees to search under the bed for his lockbox, “I’m an idiot and this whole thing is my . . . fault.”

He stopped. The box was open. That couldn’t be. . . . It had a six-digit combination. Micah didn’t even know he owned it, and they were roomies. Cal pulled the safe out, scrambling to see what was missing. Just the pipe.

Of course.

“New plan,” he said decisively, but he could feel the heat rising in his cheeks, the familiar knot of panic twisting up his insides. The phone in his pocket chirped loudly, and Cal almost fell back down to the floor in alarm. “Jesus, you’re losing it, Erickson.”

The message had come from another unknown number. Not Devon this time, but someone else.


Look outside your window.



He was sweating in earnest now, almost to the point where he couldn’t keep a firm grasp on the phone.

Cal threw himself toward the window.

There was the new girl, Holliday, standing down in the quad with her electric-blue hair glowing under the pathway lamps. She held her phone to her ear with one hand and the pipe above her head in the other. Then she lowered the phone, obviously typing something.


Missing something?



Forget the stupid phone. Cal shoved the window open, leaning down to shout, “How the hell did you get my number!?”

Holliday pocketed her phone and the pipe, though how she fit them in her skinny black jeans he could not tell from here. She pointed at the window and mimed marching. So she was coming up. Lovely.

“The room’s not really in a state for company!” he yelled down to her.

“So what!”

Cal leaned back and slammed the window shut. He didn’t trust Holliday even a little bit. The freak had somehow managed to break into his dorm room and crack his safe. She was probably a hacker just like Fallon.

His phone jumped in his hand again, this time with another text from Devon’s number.


Cal? Did you want to get dinner? Don’t leave me hanging here, man.



Yes. No. Goddamn it.

It almost felt good, liberating, to grit his teeth and type back.


Not tonight, Devon. Maybe some other time.
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“I just blew off dinner with the hottest person I have ever seen in real life,” Cal fumed, stomping across the room to the door, “so this had better be good.”

“Correction: hottest automaton you’ve ever seen,” Holliday said, closing the door resolutely behind her. “Here,” she said, tossing the pipe to him. “I knew that would get your attention.”

“There are easier ways,” Cal told her hotly. “Like the phone, for example. Or a cordial email! How did you know the combination to the safe—seriously?”

She wandered around the room, glancing into picture frames and picking up random items as if she had been there a million times before. Who knew, maybe she had. “Now you know I’m not messing around.”

“Messing around about what? What do you want from me?”

“It was your mother’s birthday,” Holliday said, leaning casually against the window and crossing her arms. She blew a puff of slushie-blue hair out of her eyes. “Which I got from your laptop, the password to which was your favorite musician, whom you have a poster of above your bed.” She glanced at the Jack Johnson poster and rolled her eyes. “Who is frakking terribad, by the way.”

Frakking? Terribad? “What are you—from the moon?”

“No, the Internets.” She smirked. The space between her nose and lip was pierced, just a little silver stud like a mole. “Which is how I got your phone number. Fal and I share everything, and whenever she tutors someone new, she gives me their number in case something goes wrong. Precautions.”

“You do that?” Cal asked, lifting a brow. He didn’t know what to do with the pipe in his hands, so he tossed it awkwardly onto the bed and prayed an RA didn’t stop by.

“We’re girls. Of course we do that.” Holliday rolled her eyes as if this were the most obvious piece of information. “Anyway, I still haven’t heard from her. She’s gone. Missing. I know she is. And I know they took her.”

“They?” This was getting crazier by the minute. But if he thought it was crazy, why was he still sweating bullets? “Who are they?”

“The spooks who run things around here,” Holliday said, taking out her mobile and touching the screen a few times before showing it to him. On it was a picture, blurry, of two figures running by. They were dressed head to toe in red, capes maybe, their faces hidden and turned away from the camera. “They. Them. The Scarlets.”

“Aren’t they just some academic fraternity?” Cal had heard of them, but in the loosest of terms. Allegedly only the smartest kids from the “best” families were invited to join. He had one of those things going for him, not so much the other.

“If that’s what you think, then they’re doing their job. At first Fal thought you might be one, too, but after meeting you she was convinced you’re clean,” Holliday said. She stepped over to his desk and slumped into the chair, wheeling herself closer to wake up the laptop. Without a hitch, she typed in his password.

Cal grumbled, making a mental note to change it.

“Personally I’m shocked you’re not one of them.”

“Maybe I am,” he said with a snort, “and you just don’t know it.”

The desk chair squeaked as Holliday swiveled to turn and face him. She lifted one slender black brow. “Yeah. I’m not buying it.” She turned back to the computer. “You’re no Scarlet, but your daddy is.”

“My . . . ?” Cal joined her at the desk, leaning onto it and over her shoulder. “What are you talking about?”

But the twist in his guts had turned into something solid, an icy pool that grew and grew, heavier and harder to bear by the second.

Holliday typed furiously, opening a browser and then several new tabs. “That pipe—you were going to frame Fallon with it, right?”

Cal hesitated, which was answer enough for her, apparently.

“That’s what I thought. The administration has been trying to get Fallon and me kicked off campus for the tiniest infractions for two semesters now, and the pipe would have been Fal’s third strike. But you didn’t plant it.” Here she stopped again, tilting her head to the side to stare at him. She had dark eyes, almost black, and a tiny pointed chin. “Why didn’t you plant it?”

Cal shrugged. “My father kept saying Fallon was trouble and that she was hacking into his stuff. That doesn’t mean she should get booted off campus. Hell, she should get a medal for it.”

“He’s right. As far as he’s concerned, she is trouble. So am I. Last year our friend Michelle got weird. Like really weird. We thought maybe she was just going straight-edge or something, but then she stopped talking to us, even looking at us. We’d try to wave at her, right? And it was like we weren’t even there. So . . . we might have gone digging in her email. Not great, I admit, but we were curious.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard, and Cal watched as she brought up the Internet gate for the college archives. “Watch this, okay?”

She started running various searches, some on “Brookline” and “asylum,” others on “the Scarlets” and “society,” then more on “Camford disappearances.” Few results returned. The articles on Brookline were brief, he could tell, and seemed more like cheery blurbs meant to placate worried parents than actual historical documents.

“And now this,” she said, opening a new tab and typing a URL that jogged his memory.

“Didn’t you write something about this on Fallon’s door? About a sub-something?”

“Yeah, this is our subreddit,” Holliday explained, giving him a quick, approving smile. “Good catch. After we busted into Michelle’s email, we couldn’t really stop looking. There’s way more here. This guy?” She pointed to the screen with a chipped black fingernail, showing Cal the handle $4UL. “He’s got news clippings from the last forty years, plus pictures, theories. . . . But none of this stuff is in the college archives, and whenever Fal or I try to hack them, the encryption is ridiculous. We are talking military levels of security, and why?”

Cal couldn’t tell whether she expected an answer or not. Either way, hacking wasn’t exactly his expertise. “Maybe because they stored some of the asylum patient files there for posterity? They might not want people looking at those for privacy reasons. Professor Reyes seemed pretty protective of the files in the basement.”

“I think there’s more. I think there’s way, way more. And we’re going to find out.” Her eyes gleamed, suddenly brighter and less black in the glow of his desk lamp.

“Shouldn’t we be trying to find Fallon?” he asked, pushing off from the desk and ruffling his hair. “That seems like the more pressing issue.”

Holliday stood, too, slinking over to him on her spindly legs and grinning up at him. A little crazy, maybe, but he wasn’t going to mention it.

“We’re not going to find her.” Holliday turned to glance at the pipe abandoned on the bed. “You are.”

“Me?” Cal looked down at his own shirt, as if maybe she had mistaken him for someone else. “What the hell am I supposed to do?”

“You and your dad solid?” she asked.

“Solid? No, not exactly.”

“Well, you’ll just have to fix that when you text him,” Holliday said, rolling her eyes.

This was all moving a little fast. “Text him about what?”

“We have to record your dad admitting he’s involved in the Scarlets, and that it’s not just some innocent academic thing,” she said. She rummaged in her tiny pockets again, coming up with her own phone. “I can hide nearby. You just have to get him to explain how he tried to frame Fallon. Can you do that?”

God, maybe he should’ve taken Devon up on that dinner invite after all. But he was way past that, wasn’t he? He had to know if Roger really was responsible for Devon asking him out. For Micah and Lara breaking up so suddenly. For Fallon falling off the grid . . .

“How does this help Fallon?”

“If we can get him to admit something shady, then we can turn it back on him,” Holliday said, biting her lower lip. It didn’t exactly inspire him with the greatest confidence. “Blackmail the blackmailer, you know?”

Cal sighed and glanced toward the window. “You really think this will work?”

“He’s just a man, Cal,” she said, squaring her frail shoulders. “He’s just your dad, yeah? Don’t forget that. He’s just your father.”
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It might technically have been spring, but Cal was freezing as he waited in the quad outside Brookline. Holliday wasn’t far, probably just as cold as she watched him from a clump of trees and bushes a few yards away.


I tried to put the pipe in Fallon’s room, but she won’t answer the damn door. Suggestions? Can we meet to talk about this?



He narrowed his eyes, irritated by the too-bright screen of his phone and the message on it. He hadn’t been sure that Roger would even respond to his text. But Holliday had urged him to send it, and now that he had his father’s answer, he had to admit that her whole skull-and-crossbones conspiracy thing was starting to feel less like a conspiracy and more like reality.


I’m coming to you. Meet me outside in twenty minutes.



The quad was empty except for Cal. He noticed a shape moving across the courtyard farther along toward the academic side, and then the silhouette resolved into a man roughly Roger’s size. A thin fog drifted across the grass, swirling against the base of the tree where Holliday lay in wait.

Cal watched his father march closer, reassuring himself that he had not just seen that pale wisp of the ghost child flicker in Roger’s wake. He waited, and trembled, and revised his list in his head: I want my friends to be okay, whether they’re dating or not. I want Fallon to stay at the college. I want to tell her that I liked the comic book. . . .

“Good,” Roger said, slightly out of breath as he finally approached. He glanced around them, then took Cal firmly by the elbow. “You’re here. That’s good. Come on.”

Cal followed with faltering steps, feeling his arm bruise under his father’s grip. “Come on where?”

He didn’t want to get too far from Holliday and her phone. If Roger really was guilty of abducting someone, they needed him recorded and in his own words.

“Inside. You may have failed to uphold your side of our bargain, but you know too much. You’re one of us now.”

One of us?

“One of who?” Cal asked. They were going back inside Brookline, and Cal’s chest filled with a dull ache, a roar, a blood-deep warning that something was very wrong. “What’s going on? Where’s Fallon? She’s not in her dorm, and she’s not answering her phone.”

“God, I really did raise an idiot,” Roger muttered. “But at least you’re finally cooperating.”

Cal’s mouth went dry. He heard soft footsteps behind them and silently begged Holliday to stay back, to not get too close to this, whatever this was. This wasn’t part of their plan, and he didn’t want her and Roger to end up in the same room together. In his gut he knew where they were going, and he stumbled after his father on unsteady legs as Roger led him to that alcove, that basement with its damned giant lock.

Roger withdrew his own key, a single one, from his trouser pocket and fit it into the lock.

“Why do you have a key for this place?” Cal whispered. “What the hell are you mixed up in, Dad?”

Chuckling, Roger glanced down at him and then hauled him bodily through the door. “You must be truly frightened to call me that.”

“Not frightened,” Cal said quickly. He had to play the charade and convince his father he was on his side. Think. “I just had no idea being a Scarlet gave you access to so much.”

That gave Roger pause. He nodded, slowly, making a thoughtful sound in the back of his throat. “It gives you access to everything, Cal. This college—this town—is the Scarlets. But you’ll see.”

Increasingly, Cal was certain he didn’t want to see.

“The Brandt girl was close, oh, she was close. And sneaky. I’m guessing she and her friend aren’t the last of the fools snooping around. We haven’t taken care of them all yet, and we might never, but by God, we can send them a warning.”

“Who are you talking about?” Cal tried to keep his voice even. “You sound paranoid.”

“Not paranoid, just prepared.”

Cal’s throat itched from the dust as they descended to the lobby and the basement level. He heard voices, scratching sounds. He hoped again that Holliday would stay back.

“Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner?” Cal asked, honestly curious.

Roger let go of him, seemingly satisfied that Cal really was there on his own terms. They moved through the snowy softness of floating dust motes, leaving behind the lobby and entering the corridor Cal was familiar with. The scratching and voices grew louder, and he heard a solitary laugh like a flutter of wings in the dark.

“I told you, I like to kill two birds with one stone when I can.”

Roger showed him his teeth, not a smile exactly, but a flare of the lips, a tasting of the air. Like a predator. An animal.

Cal heard the voices grow louder, though they never rose above a constant, monotone mumbling. Roger stopped outside room 3 and took Cal by the shoulders, making him stare up into his face.

“This means you’ll be one of us now, son,” Roger told him solemnly.

Cal blinked and tried not to run. It was finally sinking in that he already was a part of this. Whether or not he had meant to end up here, he was going to be part of whatever was in that room. He hadn’t stopped it, and maybe that made him as bad as the rest.

Just stay back, Holliday. Stay out of this.

“Now,” Roger said, squeezing his shoulders and giving a true smile, an ecstatic smile, “let’s get this problem sorted.”

Firmly, he guided Cal by the shoulders into room 3. It was just like Cal remembered—the crumbling walls with their spreading stains of damp and mold; the tiny, lightless window; the forlorn little cot and table. . . .

But there was more there now, a chair, sturdy and new, with cuffs for the arms, legs, and neck. Fallon was in that chair, struggling against her bonds.

Cal could feel the little ghost boy there, watching, accusing.

“I’m not here to help, am I?” he murmured, his chin trembling suddenly. “I’m like them, too.”

“What did you say?” Roger asked, but he didn’t wait for an answer. “Never mind that.” He raised his voice, turning slightly and calling toward the door. “Get the other one. She was scuttling around in the shadows behind us.”

Footsteps, a pair of them, clattered down the corridor. Then Cal heard a cry—Holliday’s—and not a moment later she was being wrestled into the room by two cloaked figures. They were wearing red robes. Cal shuddered, feeling his father’s grip on his shoulders tighten.

“Let me go!” Holliday was thrashing, fighting. “You psychos! Let me go! You can’t hurt me.” Her tone was rising and getting desperate. “You can’t hurt me!”

Roger laughed softly. “Down here we can.”

Fallon stared at Cal from her bonds in the chair. The brightness had gone out of her turquoise eyes. A swatch of duct tape kept her mute, but he could hear her trying to shout behind it.

“I do not think Ms. Brandt will go hunting for secrets anymore,” Roger was saying behind him. “No, she and her friend were always trouble, always meddling. Meddlesome girls can find themselves poking into dark corners where they don’t belong.” He lifted his hand, swiveling to indicate room 3 and the basement beyond. “Like this one. Such girls might, say, fall down a rotted staircase. Get lost. Disappear.”

Disappear? What did he mean, disappear?

That invisible barrier, the one Cal hated but knew like a friend, was gone. He was here, really here, and the full feeling of being present was almost too much. He feared now, and hated, and he wanted the barrier back. He didn’t want to feel this.

Cal glanced up, holding back another wave of nausea. There was the chair with Fallon in it, and a figure beside her all in black. Next to them was a table with strange medical instruments. . . .

“Calm down,” Roger barked, turning to Holliday. The robed figures were still trying to subdue her. One of them finally managed to get a strip of tape across her mouth. But Holliday had seen the table and the tray with the shining, sharp instruments. She fought harder, tossing. “Those aren’t for you, not if you behave yourselves and do as we say.”

“We?” Cal wrenched himself out of his father’s grasp. “I have nothing to do with this! This is all you, you and your Scarlets, with . . . with this!” He pointed at Fallon in the chair. “So what if they were hacking you? Expel them, I don’t know, but Jesus, just let them go!”

“You said he was with us.” It was the figure in black speaking now. The voice sounded familiar, feminine but dampened by the mask. He couldn’t quite place it, and now he didn’t know where to look—Holliday was being dragged out of the room, kicking and tossing, and that black-robed figure was advancing on him, holding up a long, silver spike, like a pick.

“Calm him down,” she was saying. “Or I will.”

“No need for that,” Roger said, putting up his hands. He approached Cal slowly, carefully. “I thought we were all on the same page, son. I’ve upheld my side of the bargain, have I not? I’ve given you everything you wanted.”

Cal laughed, crazed, and crouched low, trying to find a way out. He couldn’t get around his father, and that shiny silver spike was getting closer. . . . “I don’t want this, you sicko! Who do you think I am?”

“I have no idea,” Roger said gently. “And that’s exactly why you’re a problem.”

Cal saw his father nod. Was that a signal? Behind her gag, Fallon cried out, warning him. Cal spun, seeing the black-robed figure appear right behind him, that spike in her hand. More footsteps echoed down the corridor. They were done with Holliday and coming for him. He would be swarmed, outnumbered.

He didn’t think. Cal lunged, grabbing the spike and twisting it out of the stranger’s hand. Then Roger was on him, trying to yank him down to the floor. With a furious grunt and all of his strength he spun and threw himself at his father. Roger stumbled back against the doorway, too slow. He recovered fast, aiming a punch for Cal’s gut that never connected. Cal swung, arcing his arm over and down, slamming the spike into his father’s eye.

Cal felt the blood hit his face, sudden and warm, and he stumbled back, sickened, maybe blind. Was there blood running in his eyes? He couldn’t tell. . . .

Fallon stopped shouting behind the tape.

Something came down hard on his head, splintering his vision and knocking his legs out from under him. He could hear his father screaming, thrashing, and the blood on Cal’s face grew sticky and thick.

There are always two deaths, the real one and the one people know about.

The world went black and then gray, shifting and breaking apart, streams of particles that he watched bleed together. Like the upside-down buildings. Like his phantom dreams.

His father went on screaming as a shadow fell across him, the last dim image Cal saw before the darkness swallowed everything.

“It’s all right. We’ll get this cleaned up.” It was a soft voice and low. The figure in black. “You’re one of us now, Cal. We’ll take care of you. We’ll take care of everything.”
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EXCERPT FROM SANCTUM

THE PAST IS BACK TO HAUNT THEM.
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Keep reading for a sneak peek at Sanctum, the mind-bending sequel to the New York Times bestselling Asylum.
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It was a fantasy of lights and sounds and smells, crooked candy-striped tents, and laughter that burst like cannon fire out of the winding paths. Curiosities lurked around every corner. A man belched flames from a podium. The scent of fried cakes and popcorn hung sweet and heavy on the air, tantalizing until it became sickening. And in the very last tent was a man with a long beard—a man who didn’t promise riches or oddities or even a glimpse into the future. No. The man in the last tent promised the one thing the little boy wanted most of all.

Control.
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You guys are not even going to believe this, Dan typed, shaking his head at the computer screen. A “memory manipulation expert”? Is that even a real thing? Anyway, just watch the video, and let me know what you think!

His cursor hovered over that last line—it sounded so desperate. But whatever, Dan was starting to get desperate here. His last three messages had gone unanswered, and he wasn’t even sure if Abby and Jordan were still reading them.

He hit send.

Dan leaned away from his laptop, rolling his neck and listening to the soft pops of his spine adjusting. Then he closed the thing—maybe a little too sharply—and stood up, shoving the computer into his book bag between loose papers and folders. The bell rang just as he finished packing, and he filed out of the library into the hall.

The students in the wide corridor surged forward in one long column. Dan spotted a few kids from his third-period calculus class, and they waved at him as he approached their bank of lockers. Missy, a short brunette with freckles splattered across her nose, had decorated the door of her locker with just about every Doctor Who sticker and postcard she could get her hands on. A tall, gangly boy named Tariq was grabbing books from the locker next to hers, and beside him stood the shortest guy in twelfth grade, Beckett.

“Hey, Dan,” Missy greeted him. “We missed you at lunch. Where’d you run off to?”

“Oh, I was in the library,” Dan said. “I just had to finish something for AP Lit.”

“Man, you guys have to do so much work for that class,” Beckett said. “I’m glad I stuck with regular English.”

“So, Dan, we were just talking about Macbeth when you walked up. Were you planning on going?”

“Yeah, I heard the set is amazing,” Tariq said, shutting his locker with a clang.

“I didn’t even know we were doing Macbeth,” Dan said. “Is it like a drama club thing?”

“Yes, and Annie Si is in it. That’s reason enough to go right there.” Beckett shot the boys a mischievous smile, one Dan only barely returned, and then the group started down the hallway. Dan couldn’t remember what classes the rest of them had next, but even if he hadn’t been doing any work in the library, he really was headed to the second floor for AP Lit. It wasn’t his favorite class, but Abby had read most of the books on the syllabus and had promised to give him a rundown at some point, which made it better.

“We should check it out,” Tariq said. He was wearing a sweater three times too big for him and skinny pants. It made him look a little like a bobblehead. “And, Dan, you should join us. I might be able to get us free tickets. I know the lead techie.”

“I don’t know, I’ve never really liked Macbeth. It hits too close to home for OCD people like me,” Dan deadpanned, rubbing furiously at an invisible stain on his sleeve.

Both Missy and Tariq stared back at him blankly.

“You know?” He chuckled weakly. “‘Out, damned spot’?”

“Oh, is that from the play?” Tariq asked.

“Yeah, it’s . . . It’s like one of the most famous lines.” He frowned. Abby and Jordan would’ve gotten it. Didn’t everyone have to read Macbeth for school? “Anyway, I’ll see you guys later.”

Dan peeled off from the group and headed upstairs. He pulled out his phone and sent off a quick text to both Jordan and Abby: “Nobody here gets my sense of humor. Help!” Twenty minutes later, when he was sitting bored in class, Jordan still hadn’t texted back and Abby had sent a lukewarm “LOL.”

What was wrong? Where had his friends gone? It wasn’t like they were that busy. . . . Just last week, Jordan had been telling him on Facebook chat how insanely tedious his classes were. Nothing was challenging, he’d said, after the classes at the New Hampshire College Prep program. Dan sympathized, but honestly, the classes were the last thing he remembered from their summer in New Hampshire. What he couldn’t stop thinking about was what had happened in their dorm, Brookline—formerly an insane asylum run by a twisted warden, Daniel Crawford.

When he wasn’t thinking about that small detail, though, he was thinking about Jordan and Abby. When they’d first returned from the college campus, he’d gotten texts and emails from them constantly, but now they hardly talked. Missy, Tariq, and Beckett were okay, he supposed, but Jordan and Abby were different. Jordan knew how to push his buttons, but it was always good-natured and made the three of them laugh. And if Jordan pushed a little too hard, Abby was there to call him out and restore the balance. Really, she was the linchpin that held their group together—a group that in Dan’s mind seemed worth keeping up.

So why were his friends ignoring him?

Dan glanced at the clock, groaning. Two more hours until the end of the day. Two more hours until he could dash home and get online to see if his friends wanted to chat.

He sighed and scooted down into his seat, reluctantly putting his phone away.

Strange to think that a place as dangerous as Brookline had brought them together, and normal life was pulling them apart.

A half-eaten peanut butter sandwich sat on the plate next to his laptop. At his feet, his AP History textbook collected leaves. The crisp fall air normally helped him focus, but instead of doing homework, like he really ought to, he was busy going through the file he had made about Brookline. After the prep program ended, Dan had made sure to organize the notes he’d made, the research he’d done, and the photographs he’d collected, and turn it into one neat file.

He found himself returning to browse through it more than he should. Even with all these original documents, so much of the warden’s history was still missing. And after learning that he might actually be related to the warden through his birth parents—that this horrible man might be his great-uncle and even his namesake—Dan felt like this was a hole in his personal history, a mystery that he very much needed to solve.

At the moment, though, the file was just a distracting way to pass the time while he waited for Jordan and Abby to log on. What was that phrase his dad always liked to use? Hurry up and wait. . . .

“Could I be any more pathetic?” Dan muttered, pushing both hands into his dark, messy hair.

“I think you’re just fine, sweetheart.”

Right. Better to keep the gloomy asides silent in the future. Dan looked up to see his mom, Sandy, standing on the porch, smiling at him. She was holding a steaming cup of cocoa, one he hoped was for him.

“Hard at work?” she asked, nodding to the forgotten textbook on the floor at his feet.

“I’m almost done,” he replied with a shrug, taking the cocoa from her with cupped hands, his sweater sleeves pulled over his fingers. “I think I’m allowed a break every once in a while.”

“True,” Sandy said, offering him an apologetic half smile. “It’s just . . . well, a few months ago, you seemed so excited about applying early decision to Penn, but here we are in October and that deadline’s coming up fast.”

“I’ve got plenty of time,” Dan said unconvincingly.

“Maybe for the essay, but don’t you think the admissions people will find it odd that you stopped doing all your extracurriculars your senior year? Couldn’t you get an internship? Even if it was just one day on the weekends, I think it would make a big difference. And maybe you should visit some other campuses, too—you know, early decision isn’t the best choice for everyone.”

“I don’t need more extracurriculars as long as I keep my four point oh. And besides, NHCP will look great on my apps.”

Sandy’s pale brow furrowed, a chilly wind ruffling her shoulder-length hair as she looked away from him, staring out at the trees surrounding the porch. She hugged herself and shook her head. This was how she always reacted when NHCP came up; unlike Jordan and Abby, who had been able to spin and massage the truth for their parents when it came to Brookline, Dan’s parents more or less knew the whole story. They had been there when the police questioned Dan; they had listened as he recounted being attacked, pinned to the ground. . . . Just mentioning that place in their presence was like whispering a curse.

“But sure,” Dan said, blowing on the hot chocolate, “I could look for an internship or something. No sweat.”

Sandy’s face relaxed and her arms dropped to her sides. “Would you? That would really be amazing, kiddo.”

Dan nodded, going so far as to open a new browser window on his laptop and Google something. He typed in “zookeeper internship” and tilted the laptop slightly away from her.

“Thanks for the cocoa,” he added.

“Of course.” She ruffled his hair, and Dan breathed a sigh of relief. “You haven’t gone out much lately. Doesn’t Missy have a birthday coming up soon? I remember you going to her party around Halloween last year.”

“Probably,” he said with a shrug.

“Or your other . . . your other friends?” She stumbled over the word friends. “Abby, was it? And the boy?”

She always did that, asking about Abby as if she didn’t remember exactly what her name was. It was like she couldn’t believe or accept that he had actually gotten a sort-of girlfriend. To be fair, Dan could hardly believe it sometimes himself.

“Yeah,” he said with a noncommittal grunt. “They’re busy, though, you know . . . school and work and stuff.”

Dynamite job, Dan. Your Oscar’s in the mail.

“Work? So they have jobs?”

“Subtle, Mom,” he muttered. “I can take the hint. . . .”

“I’m sure you can, sweetheart. Oh, before I forget—the mail came. There was something in there for you. . . .”

That was unusual. He never got snail mail. Sandy flicked through the various envelopes that had been tucked in her jacket pocket before dropping one in his lap. The letter looked like it had gotten run through a washing machine and then dragged through the dirt. Dan checked the return address and a cold pain shot through his stomach.

Sandy hovered.

“It’s probably junk mail,” Dan said lightly, tossing the envelope onto his books. She took the hint, giving him a thin-lipped smile before turning away. He hardly heard the door close as Sandy disappeared back into the house. Dan scrambled for the letter.

Lydia & Newton Sheridan

Sheridan? As in Felix Sheridan? As in his former roommate, the one who had tried to kill him over the summer, either because he went crazy or because he was, what, possessed? When he closed his eyes Dan could still see Felix’s maniacal grin. Possessed or not, Felix had absolutely believed he was the Sculptor reincarnated.

Dan’s hands shook as he tore open the envelope. Maybe it was just an apology, he thought—it was entirely possible that Felix’s parents wanted to reach out to him and say they were sorry for all the trouble their son had caused him.

Dan drew in a deep breath and double-checked to make sure he was alone. Through the half-open window he could hear Sandy washing the dishes in the kitchen.


Dear Daniel,

You’re probably surprised to hear from me, and I’d hoped to avoid sending this letter, but it’s become clear that this is the only option.

I really have no right to ask this of you, but please give me a call as soon as you receive this letter. If you don’t get in touch . . . Well, I can’t say I would blame you.

603-555-2212

Please call.

Regards,

Lydia Sheridan
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