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Chapter 1

“Now wake up, mate. I’m comin’.”

I awoke slowly, the dream lingering like an afterimage. I clung to it, trying to pull myself back in, but it slipped away into the darkness of reality….

Another few seconds and I was wide awake. The dream already seemed like a distant memory. It had been a good dream, I remembered that much. Something about the Island . . .

The clock on my nightstand read 11:38 p.m. I stared at the ceiling for a few minutes, trying to remember more of the dream, but as always, the details drifted tantalizingly just beyond my conscious reach. Finally I gave up and, yawning, rolled onto my side and closed my eyes.

It came from outside, behind me—a faint crunch of dry leaves.

My eyes snapped open. Automatically I drew my covers tighter around my shoulders, hairs prickling all over my body. I listened intently but didn’t dare roll over to look out the window behind me.

It was your imagination, I told myself. You were practically asleep, so—

Another crunch.

And another.

It wasn’t my imagination.

Panic and adrenaline shot through me like electricity, and I frantically scrambled out of bed and lunged for the stairs—then saw the closed door. The memory of slamming it flashed behind my eyes, and I froze while reaching for the doorknob. What the hell was I going to do, run scared to my mommy? I couldn’t do that, especially not now.

Another crunch—leaves being stepped on, I was almost certain.

Suddenly feeling courageous—or perhaps just reckless—I spun around and peered out the window.

Nothing.

From across the room, in the darkness, I couldn’t see much of anything. Still, I let out a breath of relief. I listened another five or ten seconds, but heard nothing more.

It was probably just an animal. A raccoon, maybe a squirrel.

But what if it wasn’t? What if it was a robber? Or worse …?

Hell, maybe it’s Santa Claus getting a head start.

I snorted, smiling, and my anxiety abated a bit. I decided I was being ridiculous. Scaring myself. Totally overreacting.

Nevertheless, I knew I probably wouldn’t sleep again tonight unless I investigated a bit.

I slowly tiptoed up to the window and scanned the roof of the garage, which my room sat on top of. Nothing. From inside the window, though, I could see little to either side. Trying to pretend to myself that I wasn’t afraid in the slightest, I unlocked the window, slid it open, and—

The cheerful voice of a boy, seemingly right in my ear: “Boo.”

I yelped, leapt back, and tumbled backward over my bed, crashing to the carpet behind it. I quickly peeked over the mattress, my heart going crazy, just as a dark, humanlike figure swung down from the roof of my room and perched on the windowsill.

After some careful consideration, I decided I’d seen enough. I scrambled to my feet and lunged for the door—but never reached it. Something grabbed my collar (How the fuck did it move so fast?!) and yanked me backward. I landed on the bed on my back, and before I could move, the figure was standing astride my waist. A boy’s shadowy face loomed over me, eerily backlit by the moonlight, and for one heart-stopping moment, I was certain I was about to die.

Then the boy grinned broadly and said in a cheerful, Australian accent, “G’day, Ricky.”

Hearing my name in his voice, I realized instantly:

This boy seemed somehow …familiar . . .

The boy backflipped off the bed—yeah, backflipped—and landed lightly on the floor in front of me. “No worries, mate,” he said. “I’m na here to hurt ya.”

I sat up slowly, my heart still freaking out, and glanced at the door. Common sense was advising me, DON’T JUST SIT THERE, YOU DUMBASS, RUUUUNNNN!!! But the boy’s casual friendliness and distinct familiarity won me over.

I eyed him up and down. Seeing my inspection, the boy did a dainty pirouette, like a girl showing off a dress. He looked about my age, sixteen. He was lean and deeply tanned, and had a friendly face, twinkling blue eyes, and scruffy blond hair. He wore only a pair of dirty, tan shorts that looked like something an American Indian might have worn.

And for just an instant, I thought it looked like his right hand and wrist were glowing very faintly—as if his skin had absorbed a mist of pale light. It was just barely perceptible, though, and the next instant my mind had dismissed it as a trick of the moonlight.

“Who are you?” I asked, my voice slightly shaky.

“My name is Peter,” the boy said, and he bowed theatrically, “…and I’m from the Island.”

My breath caught.

After a moment, I said, “Which island?”

Peter grinned. “The Island.”

“There’s a lot of islands in the world.”

His grin widened. “In this world, yeah.”

That sentence seemed to whirl around the inside of my skull for a good five seconds, gathering momentum, before it slammed into my brain.

Then I said, “Holy shit.”

I dashed into my bathroom and locked the door. I filled a cup to the brim with cold water from the sink and dumped it over my head. In movies, getting doused with cold water makes you more lucid and alert; in reality, I now discovered, it makes you more wet and cold. In the mirror, my eyes were puffy and bloodshot with dark circles underneath, my hair was sticking up in all directions, and my face was dripping wet.

So at least I looked perfectly sane.

I ripped the door open.

Peter was gone.

I carefully scanned the room three times, leaned out the doorway and looked to either side, and peered under my bed.

Nothing.

I let out a long, shaky sigh of relief and slumped against the door frame. “Jesus Christ,” I whispered.

I must have been hallucinating. That was the only even remotely reasonable explanation I could think of—reasonable, perhaps, but hardly comforting. In fact, the notion that I was hallucinating was almost as disturbing as the notion that that kid was real and from the Island.

Can stress cause hallucinations? Probably not, or I’d be in a mental institution by now. Not counting high school, that is. Though even by the standards of the last few months, today had been extremely stressful.

I stayed slumped against the door frame for three or four minutes before I started trudging back to bed, still wondering what—

“Boo.”

“JESUS FUCK!”

Peter was standing right behind me. Cackling.

“Where the fuck did you come from?!” I cried, looking around wildly. It was impossible. I’d looked around the entire room and he hadn’t been there. There was nowhere to hide, no way in hell he could have popped up right behind me like that.

“Sorry ’bout that, mate,” he laughed, “didn’t mean to scare ya. Well, alrigh’, I s’pose I did. But look, why don’t we start over, ay? I just wanna talk.”

“No.” I stepped back, shaking my head. “You’re not real. I’m not talking to you.”

He frowned, looking politely puzzled. “Oh really?” He made a show of looking around. “Then may I ask who you’re talking to?”

“I’m not talking to anybody, I’m hallucinating.”

He grinned. “Oh, well, that must be a relief, ay? I’m not real, you’re just batshit mental.”

“I’m not ‘mental,’” I said, somewhat uncertainly. “It’s just stress.”

His grin widened. “Stress, ay? That a new name for LSD?”

“I’m not on drugs, either, all right?” I snapped.

“Well lemme just ask ya somethin’, mate—when ya first saw me and ya started runnin’ for the door, somethin’ pulled ya back onto the bed, rememba that? If I’m na real, how d’ya explain that?”

Oh shit. I’d forgotten about that. I stared at Peter, trying to act unfazed—more for my own sake than his—while groping frantically for an explanation. Finally, I said, “I tripped.”

“Ah,” he grinned and pointed at me, “so you admit it.”

“Admit what?”

“You’re on LSD.” He threw his head back and cackled.

I covered my face with my hands. “I need to see a psychologist.”

“Change a’ heart, ay?”

I dropped my hands and looked at him sharply. “What’d you say?”

“Neva mind. Listen, mate …ya say ya stressed out, righ’? Well, I just happen to know the perfect way to relieve stress. So why don’t ya just have a seat and let me explain, ay?”

My eyes gravitated toward the door—but again Peter’s mirthful friendliness and my overwhelming wonder got the better of me.

I studied Peter again and frowned a bit in frustration. I still could not connect him with any specific memory—I felt almost certain I’d never seen him before—and yet somehow he seemed unmistakably familiar…. “Do I know you?” I asked.

“’Course ya do, mate. Ya know me from ya dreams—ya just havin’ a bit a’ trou—”

“Whoa, wait a sec,” I said, staring at him quizzically, “did you say …from my dreams?”

“Uh-huh. Like that dream ya just had. The one about the Island.”

My eyes widened. “How the …you …?”

He grinned. “How’d I know ’bout that dream? I was in the dream, mate. Don’t ya rememba? I told ya to wake up ’cause I was comin’ to see ya.”

I felt like an explosion had gone off inside my head—suddenly I did remember that. “But—but that’s impossible, how’d you—”

“To make it simple, mate—very simple—I can communicate with ya through dreams. Which is how I told ya ’bout the Island. Oh, did I mention I live there?”

My mind was starting to spin crazily. “The Island’s not real.”

“And neither am I, righ’?” He laughed. “The Island is real, mate. But I couldn’t just walk up to ya on the street one day and start talkin’ ’bout it—ya woulda thought I was bloody mental. But people are much more open-minded in their dreams. So that’s where I went first. I showed ya the Island through ya dreams. So that when I came tonight, I’d already have my foot in the door, ya see?”

My mind was now spinning so fast that the room itself seemed to be rotating. I knew what he was saying was impossible …and yet I could think of no explanation that was possible. Why else would Peter be so familiar when I was so certain I’d never seen him before? How else could he know about the Island? About my dreams?

“I can prove it, if ya want,” Peter said, somewhat quietly. “I can show ya the Island. I can take you there.” He was grinning at me eagerly, almost hungrily, his eyes sparkling. “Come with me,” he said, nodding toward the open window.

That took me a beat to process. “What, like right now?”

Peter nodded. “Right now, mate.”

I opened my mouth, but found I was too surprised to even think, much less speak.

Peter said, “Just think of it as, like …runnin’ away from home for a bit.”

That gave me a little jolt. I remembered, just hours ago, eyeing the door to the garage and—

“Ya were just thinkin’ ’bout runnin’ away, weren’t ya?”

I looked at him sharply. “How the hell’d you know that?!”

“Ya told me yaself. In that dream ya just had. I know ’bout everythin’, mate—that’s why I’m here. I know ’bout the last few months. I know ’bout today. And I know how much ya been wishin’ ya could go to the Island. Well, now ya can stop wishin’. And hell, mate, why not get away? What’s keepin’ ya here?”

Nothing, I thought. And my throat tightened.

“I can come back whenever I want, right?” I asked.

“Yeah, a’ course.” Peter grinned. “I can’t guarantee you’ll want to, though.”

“Where exactly is the Island?”

His grin widened. “It ain’t on any maps.”

“Then how do you get there?”

“You’ll see. You’ll like it there, I promise ya that. It’s the most wonderful place.” He paused a moment, beaming at me excitedly. “So how ’bout it, mate?”

An actual escape to the Island, I thought wonderingly. An opportunity to experience what before I could only imagine.

Quite literally, a dream come true.

I smiled slowly. “Yeah. I’m coming.”



Chapter 2

“Then let’s go already!” Peter said, and vaulted lightly through the window.

“Ya know we could just use the back door,” I said, cocking a thumb over my shoulder.

“No need,” Peter said.

That didn’t seem like a very good argument, but I shrugged and started clambering out the window anyway. I stopped halfway, though, perched on the sill. The garage roof was fairly steep, there were virtually no handholds, and the edge of the roof was almost fifteen feet above the concrete driveway.

“Whoa,” I said. “Uh, Peter? I’m not sure I can get down there— not without breaking my legs. I don’t know how the hell you got up here.”

“I flew.”

“I’m serious, man, I don’t think I can get down there.”

“I’m serious too. And we’re na goin’ down.”

I gawked at him. “Huh?”

He grinned. “We’re na goin’ down, mate. We’re goin’ up.” He pointed skyward.

I looked up stupidly, as if expecting to see a ladder conveniently descending from the heavens, then cocked an eyebrow at Peter. “I suppose you own a helicopter or something? Island Airlines?”

“No, I can fly.”

I snorted, smiling.

Peter just stared at me.

“You—you’re kidding, right?” I said, my smile faltering.

He spread his hands innocently. “Would I kid ya, mate?”

I studied his face. “Are you serious?”

“I’m serious.”

“Seriously?”

“I’m seriously serious. Seriously.”

I eyed him incredulously another moment. Then a grin tugged at my lips. “All right, Superboy: Prove it.”

Peter smiled—and my smile vanished. My heart seemed to stall as I watched his feet lift slowly off the roof. I leaned down and peered under his feet, then looked above his head for wires or something—but as far as I could tell, he really was levitating a foot in the air.

“Holy shit,” I said.

Peter nodded. “Seriously.”

“You can fucking fly.”

“I commend your observational acuity.” He dropped lightly back onto the roof. “And so can you.”

I looked at him like he was batshit mental. “What?”

“You can fly too, mate.”

I gave a burst of laughter. “Yeah—until I hit the ground.”

“No, I’m serious, mate—seriously serious. It’s quite simple, actually. Close ya eyes.”

I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. “Why?”

“I’m gonna teach ya how to fly.”

“I can’t learn how to fly with my eyes open?”

“Just trust me, mate, it’s important. Close ya eyes and keep ’em closed.”

Though somewhat reluctantly, I went ahead and closed my eyes.

Peter’s voice dropped a little. “Now all ya need to do is believe, Ricky,” he said earnestly. “Believe ya can fly. Ya know ‘The Little Engine That Could’? Fuck him. Don’t think ya can, believe ya can. I know it sounds stupid, but ya can’t fly if ya don’t believe.”

“All right, I believe.”

There was a short pause.

“Really?” Peter said in surprise. “Well, that was easy.”

“Hell, at this point, I’d believe just about anything.”

“Alrigh’ then—grab on.”

I felt his forearm touch my hand, and without opening my eyes, I gripped it.

I noticed immediately that something didn’t feel quite right, but it was so subtle that it took me a moment to pin it down: His arm felt cooler toward his hand than toward his elbow. And as I concentrated on this sensation, I noticed that the skin toward his hand also seemed to have a strange texture—somehow it felt coarse and slippery at the same time.

“Ya prepared for takeoff?” Peter said.

Immediately forgetting about what Peter’s arm felt like, I shrugged and said, “What the hell.”

“Just rememba, mate: Don’t stop believin’.”

“Just call me Journey, baby.”

“Who?”

“Never mind. Let’s go, I’m ready.”

“Alrigh’ then,” Peter said, and he sounded like he was almost giggling with excitement. “Hang on.”

I concentrated on believing. Though I probably didn’t have to concentrate. Believing is easy when you don’t think—and thinking is difficult when Journey is stuck in your head.

For a long moment, nothing happened.

Then I thought I heard a very faint ringing or clinking—it sounded as if the driver of a Hot Wheels toy car were jangling his keys in my ear. For some reason the sound made the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. I couldn’t tell whether it was a distant loud sound or a nearby soft one—or was it just my ears playing tricks on me?

I was just about to ask Peter if he heard it too, when he called out, “Goiiinnnggg UP!”

I was yanked up and forward so fast that it felt like my arm almost popped out of its socket. Suddenly I was rocketing skyward at unbelievable speed, g-forces wrenching down on me, cold air blasting my face and roaring in my ears. Gripping Peter’s wrist as tight as I could, I pried my eyes open and looked down. We’d only been flying for a couple seconds, yet we were already thousands of feet high—the ground resembled a starry sky, a black expanse strewn with countless pinpoints of light. I looked up. A blanket of low clouds loomed up ahead, faintly luminescent in the moonlight, approaching impossibly fast. I shut my eyes again just as we plunged into them; icy vapor prickled my skin and filled my lungs.

Then suddenly Peter jerked his forearm out of my grasp. I felt a heart-stopping jolt of terror. I didn’t fall or even decelerate, as far as I could tell, just kept rocketing skyward. I opened my eyes and peered around frantically through the thick, rushing clouds, but Peter had vanished.

“PEEETTTEERRR!” I screamed as loudly as I could, but could barely hear myself over the roaring wind.

What happened next turned my whole world upside down— literally. I felt no change in speed or direction, and yet somehow, when I burst out of the clouds, I was no longer rocketing upward but plummeting straight down, headfirst. The darkness of night was suddenly gone, replaced by clear, blinding sunlight. Thousands of feet below, a misty, green, mountainous land lay bordering a vast ocean.

I squeezed my eyes shut and tried for a few seconds to concentrate on believing I could fly, but there was no effect. I started frantically flapping my arms and legs like wings, but this just set me to tumbling uncontrollably.

Apparently, without Peter, I couldn’t fly at all.

I was going to fall all the way to my splattery death.

Panic flooded my mind. I flapped my limbs faster, furiously, even knowing it was useless, and screamed, “HEEEELLLLLPP—!”

A whoosh overhead, something grabbed my collar and yanked me sideways, and suddenly I seemed to be sliding along the air like a puck gliding on ice, feeling nearly weightless. It was Peter—and he was laughing hysterically.

“YOU ASSHOLE!” I screamed, which made him laugh even harder. “IF YOU EVER DROP ME AGAIN—”

He dropped me again. Instantly, gravity wrenched back down on me and I plummeted, tumbling, the world whirling and flipping sickeningly.

“PEETTTTERRRR!”

He nose-dived and easily grabbed my collar again, still cackling. I quickly grasped his wrist, and this time decided to shut the hell up.

“Sorry ’bout that, mate,” Peter said through his laughter. “Couldn’t help myself.”

I scowled, but kept silent. We started gliding in wide circles, spiraling slowly downward. My body was a melee of jarring sensations— heart hammering, head swimming, stomach churning. Nevertheless, I couldn’t help looking down. We were still dizzyingly high.

And then, quite suddenly, wonder overcame my anxiety. “I’m flying,” I said blankly, as if only now realizing it. I moved my arms and legs like I was swimming—the air felt substantially thicker than normal, as if partly liquid, while my body felt as if it were filled with feathers. The sensation was very unsettling—but even more thrilling. I felt a smile blooming on my face, then laughter bubbled up out of me, and then I howled with exhilaration, “I’m FLYYYYING!”

Peter chuckled. “Seriously.”

“Is that it?” I asked excitedly, pointing down. “Is that the Island?”

“No,” Peter said drily, “it’s Iraq.”

I slowly ran a hand through my hair. “Holy shit,” I said softly. The Island was much bigger than I’d imagined, spreading for miles before fading into the distant haze; I could only wonder how far it stretched beyond that. Other than the size, though, the Island looked exactly as I’d imagined. The land was carpeted in lush, tropical greenery. Rolling hills and jagged mountains rose through the tattered mist. The pristine white beach seemed to shine in the sunlight. And the turquoise water was so clear that even from this height I could see an extensive coral reef just offshore.

We headed for a relatively small mountain abutting the shoreline. Covered in lush greenery dappled with gray rock, the mountain was shaped like a lopsided hump, with the seaward side slightly steeper than the landward side. About halfway up the sea side was a jagged, gaping orifice, the entrance to some sort of cave. Sticking out from the bottom lip of the opening was a stone ledge shaped roughly like a tongue.

Peter lowered me onto the ledge. The instant I let go of his wrist, gravity came crashing back down on me. My knees buckled and I stumbled slightly, but it only took me a couple seconds to get used to my normal weight again. Peter landed beside me.

I peered down the arched, tunnel-like cave, extending horizontally about thirty feet into the mountainside. A row of torches on either side of the tunnel provided a dim, flickering glow. At the end of the tunnel was a small, arched opening in the stone, like an undersized doorway.

“What is this?” I asked.

Peter nodded toward the opening. “That openin’ down there leads to a tunnel that goes inside the mountain. My home.”

“You live here?”

He nodded. “Inside the mountain, yeah.”

I walked up to the tip of the ledge. I soaked in the view. Listened to the gentle rumble of the surf. Breathed in the fresh, salty scent of the ocean. The tropical air was intoxicating, the humidity perfectly offset by a cool breeze.

The Island was real.

It was hard to believe, but pretty impossible to deny. My many questions for Peter—How can you fly? Are we still on Earth? Why’d you bring me here? Can we order a pizza?— were temporarily forgotten. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t even think. I could only stand there gaping, letting my senses feast.

A splitting pain exploded at the base of my skull and—



Chapter 3

Lying on my side. Staring blankly forward. The darkness felt good on my half-lidded eyes, cushioning them like a plush pillow. Thinking faintly that it seemed darker than usual . . .

Suddenly I remembered. My eyes snapped wide.

No! I thought desperately. It couldn’t have been a dream, it was so real! It felt so real!

I rolled onto my back—and realized I was tied up: thin ropes bound my wrists and ankles, and another circled my neck. And I wasn’t in my bed, but on a cold, stone floor. I sat up, and a bolt of angry pain shot through my skull. I froze until the pain subsided to a dull throb.

Finally, I remembered blacking out.

Somebody must have knocked me unconscious.

Peter. Who else could it have been? But no, I couldn’t believe that. Peter was so friendly—why the hell would he knock me out?

And why am I tied up? Where am I? What the hell is going on?!

I looked around, fighting panic. I was at the end of a roughly round, stone tunnel, about eight feet in diameter, with craggy walls and a relatively smooth floor. About forty feet ahead, the tunnel curved sharply to the left; from beyond the curve came a faint wash of firelight.

I guessed this was Peter’s cave, but couldn’t be sure. That would probably mean it really was Peter who had knocked me out and tied me up. But why? It made no sense.

I tried to think calmly but fear clouded my mind. Besides my rapid breathing, the only sound was the distant, echoing drip of water every couple seconds, as if from a leaky faucet. The air was clammy.

And there were smells—almost imperceptibly faint, yet somehow overpowering: urine. Feces. Vomit. And something even fainter, yet infinitely worse: rot.

My pulse quickened and my throat tightened, making my breath wheeze. The silence and darkness seemed to close in around me….

I shut my eyes and forced myself to listen to my breathing and heartbeat, willing them to slow. After several seconds, I moved to lean my back against the wall—and as I did, my foot hit something.

And it moved.

I jerked my leg back with a gasp, and stared at the spot where my foot had been. For a moment I saw only solid blackness—then my eyes adjusted somewhat, and I made out a large mass sprawled on the ground. The tunnel was so dark I would never have seen it if I hadn’t been looking for it. I leaned forward, and as my eyes adjusted a bit more—

A body.

A strangled gasp escaped me, and I scrambled backward until the rope caught and jerked me to a stop—the collar cut into my neck but I barely noticed. I pressed my back against the wall as if trying to pass through it, panic filling my mind like a deafening shriek. In my mind’s eye the body sat up, its head a black hole, its rotting hands reaching for my face, and I try to back away but I can’t go any farther, I can only scream—

But the body didn’t move, and after about five seconds, the surge of shock and panic in my mind receded a bit, allowing rational thought to squeeze back in. I’d immediately assumed the body was dead, perhaps because of that rotten smell—but the smell was extremely faint, and the body was right next to me. It was possible the person had died very recently, but it seemed just as likely that he was simply unconscious—after all, I had been unconscious. It was probably another captive. In fact—

“Peter?” I croaked eagerly.

No response. My heart sank just as quickly as it had leapt. It could still be Peter, of course—he could just be unconscious—yet I suddenly felt irrationally certain that it wasn’t him. As my mind continued to settle, the idea that Peter had done this to me was seeming more and more reasonable. The thought gave me a nauseating chill.

“Hello?” I said.

Still no response. This time I think I was relieved.

As much as I wanted to stay as far away from the body as possible, I had to at least know whether it was alive or dead. So, very slowly, I started crawling toward it. My heart thudded like a suspenseful drumbeat. The stillness suddenly seemed magnified. I was constantly expecting the body to bolt upright, but it didn’t move. I stopped a couple feet away from the body, reached a hand out very, very slowly—and slapped the foot.

I immediately jerked my hand back and gasped a bit out of reflex—but the body didn’t move.

I waited several seconds, then slapped the foot again.

No reaction.

I waited another few seconds. Then I slowly reached out and lightly gripped the leg right above the ankle. The skin was cool, but I could feel warmth underneath. Holding my breath in cautious excitement, I quickly slid my hand up the body until I found the neck and pressed two fingers against the carotid artery.

There was a pulse.

My breath escaped in a burst and my heart gave a tentative hop. I started running my hands lightly over the body. I guessed it was a girl because she had long hair, smooth, soft skin, and gentle facial features. Oh, and breasts. Which my hands happened to graze. Her body was slender and firm. Judging by her size—and her breasts—I guessed she was in her teens. (I realized this might be the only situation I’d ever encounter in my life in which I’d probably feel better feeling up a male.) Her clothes were frayed, dusty, and coarse like animal hide, and she was tied up like me. I felt nothing else unusual.

I debated for a moment trying to wake her up. I knew so little about what was going on that I was paranoid, so although she seemed to be just a normal human girl in the same situation as me, I figured she could be dangerous. On the other hand, she might be able to answer some of my questions and maybe even help me escape.

I decided to risk it.

Cue the dramatic music.

I shook her shoulder and said quietly, “Hey. Hey, wake up.” No response. I shook her a bit harder and spoke louder: “Wake up. C’mon, wake up.” I started lightly slapping her cheek. “Wake up.” I tried for about ten more seconds, but she didn’t respond.

I blew out a breath and sat back on my haunches, wondering what to do. For the moment, I decided, there was nothing I could do about the girl. So, with an effort, I shut her out of my mind. She was hardly the only issue at hand anyway.

I fingered the rope around my neck. It wasn’t chokingly tight, but tight enough that I couldn’t possibly free my head. The other end of the rope was tied around a small metal ring embedded in the floor. For several minutes, I tried every way I could think of to get free— tried to squeeze my head through the loop, untie the knots, uproot the metal ring, chew through the rope, snap it with brute force.

But nothing worked.

So I went to Plan B.

“HEEELLLLPPPP!” I screamed as loud as I could. Loud, eerie echoes filled the tunnel, seemingly mocking me. “SOMEBODY HEELLLPPP!”

A distant voice: “Where are you?”

My heart leapt. Was that Peter? It was definitely a boy’s voice, but so distant and distorted that otherwise I couldn’t tell. What if it was Peter? What would that mean?

I decided I didn’t care who it was. I was in no position to be choosy.

The voice repeated, louder, “Where are you?!”

“I don’t know,” I called, “but I need help, I’m tied up. Is that you, Peter?”

A slight pause. “Just hold on. I’ll come find you.”

Not Peter, apparently. Who, then?

I waited tensely, blood pounding in my temples, trying to ignore those sickening smells and that eerie, maddening drip …drip …A couple minutes passed, and I was just about to call out again when a shadow crossed the firelight up the tunnel; I shrunk against the wall, holding my breath. A moment later, a boy rounded the bend and stopped, silhouetted by the firelight. His knees were bent and his shoulders hunched, like he was sneaking around, and held out in front of him with both hands was a—

A sword.

“You down there?” he called softly.

Well, I thought with an inward shrug of desperation, swords can cut ropes.

“Yeah,” I called back.

“Sick.” He reached out a hand like a blind man and started walking slowly toward me. “I can barely see, so sorry if I run into you.”

“As long as that sword doesn’t run into me,” I said, only half joking. The boy laughed shortly, but said nothing. “Uh …just outta curiosity …you’re not gonna kill me, are you?”

“Depends. Are you a Yankees fan?”

I frowned quizzically. “Uh …no …?”

“Then no, I’m not gonna kill you.”

Straining my eyes, I could just see the boy as he came up to me. “I’m right here,” I said, and reached out and touched his bare shoulder. I instinctively tensed for a blow—but none came. “Could you help me, I’m tied u—”

“Yeah, I know,” he said. “Just gimme a second for my eyes to adjust and then I’ll cut you loose.”

“Who are you?”

“Your savior.”

“Wow. Not much of a Second Coming.”

“Huh?”

“Never mind,” I said. “Where’s Peter? Do you know Peter?”

“Peter’s a dick—that’s why his name’s Peter. Just be glad he isn’t here.”

“And why the hell am I tied up?”

He smiled thinly. “Like I said, Peter’s a dick. Listen, I’ll—what the fuck?!” The boy jumped back, sweeping me against the wall with one arm and pointing his sword at the girl, who I’d completely forgotten about. “Who the hell is that?!”

“I don’t know,” I said. “It’s a girl. She was here when I woke up.”

He looked at me sideways. “Is she alive?”

“Yeah, just unconscious. I already tried to wake her up but I couldn’t.”

The boy leaned forward and put his face out toward the girl—it looked like he was smelling her. After a couple seconds, he felt her neck for a pulse. Then he started trying to wake her, speaking in her ear and shaking her. As she continued to not respond, his efforts became more and more vehement. Finally, after almost a full minute, he sat back on his haunches and muttered, “Shit.”

“Excuse me,” I said as politely as I could, “would you mind telling me what the fuck is going on?”

“Later,” the boy said distractedly. “Right now we gotta hurry.” He drew a knife from his rope belt and sawed through the collar around the girl’s neck. He started sawing through the rope around her wrists too, but after just a few strokes he stopped, hesitated a moment, then withdrew the knife, leaving the rope intact. Then he sawed through all my binds. “Now c’mon,” he said, “we gotta get outta here.” He slung the girl over one shoulder with surprising ease and started striding swiftly down the tunnel. I followed close behind.

As we rounded the bend, we passed a dim, wall-mounted torch. I couldn’t see the girl’s face, but I saw that she had black hair and brown skin—I guessed she was Hispanic. I also noticed that the boy was dripping wet. I almost asked why, but then decided I should probably wait.

The unbroken tunnel twisted and zigzagged incessantly. On and on we strode, slowing cautiously at corners and bends, accelerating past torches. The faint, widely spaced torches provided the only light.

About a minute after we’d started walking, the boy was rounding a corner when he suddenly jumped back, bumping into me. He looked around quickly, then pressed his back against the wall, grabbed my sleeve, and pulled me alongside. “Don’t move,” he breathed.

I froze, my heart thumping so hard it made me slightly nauseous. I fought to rein in my bucking anxiety as I wondered why we were hiding. The nearest torch was around a bend behind us; our immediate surroundings were almost completely black. I listened intently but heard nothing except that ubiquitous drip …drip …drip . . .

Then suddenly I smelled it—the same rotten smell I’d noticed earlier, but now suffocatingly strong, filling the tunnel like a thick cloud. A second later I felt, more than saw, something moving just a couple feet in front of me. For one heart-stopping moment I thought it was coming for us, and I recoiled against the wall, my mind screaming with panic—

And then it was past us, continuing down the tunnel, the smell rapidly fading. Slowly, half reluctantly, I started turning my head to look….

The boy grabbed my arm and yanked me around the corner.

After we’d rounded another bend, I whispered, “What the hell was that?!”

“I’ll explain later,” the boy said distractedly. “We’re almost there.”

A minute later, the tunnel branched into two; we took the right branch. After several more twists and turns, the boy stopped beside a torch and started running his hands over the floor, sliding his fingers along the countless cracks in the stone.

After almost a minute, I whispered, “What are you looking for?”

“This,” the boy said, and he stuck his fingers deep into a crack and, with a grunt, pulled upward. A jagged square of rock popped loose, revealing an opening about the size of a manhole cover. The boy slid the stone aside, picked up the girl again, and hopped through the opening. I lowered myself carefully after him into a cramped space enclosed by rock. The boy dragged the stone back into place, shutting us in near blackness.

After about thirty seconds to let our eyes readjust, the boy said, “All right, let’s go,” and started moving.

I took one step and banged my head against a rock jutting down from the ceiling.

“And watch your head,” the boy added.

“Thanks,” I said acidly, grimacing and rubbing my head.

The boy squeezed through a narrow gap in the rocks, inched forward another few feet, then stopped and turned around. Just beyond him, the floor abruptly fell away. “All right,” he said, “there’s a drop right here, so you’re gonna have to climb down, all right? It really isn’t that hard—but if you do fall, you’ll probably kill yourself. Or you’ll land on me and I’ll die, which is worse. So just take your time, all right?”

I nodded. “Yeah, all right.”

The boy had left the girl’s wrists bound, and now he slipped one of his arms through her arms so that she’d hang from his shoulder.

“Hey, uh,” I said uneasily, “don’t you think she’s too heavy for that?”

He laughed. “You’re lucky she’s unconscious.”

“Seriously, are you sure you can get down there?”

“Nope,” he said lightly. “But I’ll find out.”

Then, grunting with exertion, he lowered himself over the edge and started climbing down as if on a ladder. I leaned forward and peered over the edge. The roughly tubular cave dropped straight down. In the darkness, I could only see about ten feet down; I couldn’t see the bottom. I swallowed with difficulty, my mouth suddenly dry. But then I thought, He’s doing it with another person on his back. Stop being a bitch. And I started climbing down.

It was surprisingly easy—the coarse, notched rock offered plenty of handholds, and the drop was only about twenty feet. (There was no way in hell I could have done it with another person on my back, though—the boy must have been incredibly strong.) My limbs and chest got scraped up, but I didn’t die, so I can’t complain.

When we reached the bottom, we started crawling through a series of downward-sloping tunnels, the boy carrying the girl on his back. The rock was moist, and there were small puddles in some places. I was kind of grateful for the near-blackness, because I think if I could see just how tight these spaces were I would have gotten claustrophobic.

We’d been crawling along for about five minutes when I thought I heard something. I stopped.

The boy looked back. “What’s the matter?”

“Listen,” I whispered. It was a very faint, distant, continuous rumble. “You hear that?”

“That rumbling sound?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s just the river, don’t worry about it. C’mon.”

The rumble got gradually louder as we progressed. Five minutes later, we stopped at a gaping crevice in the floor. I peered through it into a tunnel-like cavern. Ten feet down was a rushing, roaring river, which flowed out of the cavern through a broad, underwater opening. Daylight streamed in through the opening, making the river glimmer and buoying my heart—I’d thought I might never see daylight again.

“All right, listen up,” the boy said loudly over the roaring water. “We’re gonna drop down into the river. The current’ll take you through that opening and outside. I’m gonna go first. Wait about five seconds, then go in after me. Stay close to this side of the river, and once you’re outside, try to climb onto the bank. Got it?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I got it.”

The boy covered the girl’s mouth and pinched her nose shut with one hand, then casually stepped through the crevice. They slid into the water feetfirst and instantly disappeared. I counted five seconds, gazing nervously along the careening, foaming river, then held my breath and jumped in. The water was freezing, but I barely had time to notice. The powerful current sucked me underwater, flung me through the opening like a rag doll, and launched me outside like a cannon, all in barely two seconds. The moment I surfaced, the boy grabbed my collar and dragged me onto a muddy bank.

He helped me to my feet. “You all right?”

“Yeah.”

“Then c’mon, let’s go.”

Before I could respond, he raced off into the jungle along the river, the girl once again slung over his shoulder. I stumbled after him, nearly blinded by the sunlight. Even carrying the girl, the boy weaved effortlessly through the foliage, obviously familiar with the terrain, and I struggled to keep up. The muggy air seemed to weigh me down.

After a couple minutes, he mercifully slowed to a jog, still following the river. Without stopping, he took what looked like an undersized coconut out of his pocket, kissed it quickly, then put it back.

After maybe fifteen long minutes, we stopped. The boy laid the girl down by the edge of the river, sawed through her binds with his knife, and threw them into the river. He cupped some water in his hand and trickled it into her mouth; she coughed a little, but I saw her throat work as she swallowed.

Even with her face sickly, her shoulder-length hair disheveled, and her skin smeared with dirt, she was very pretty. She was lean, and her naturally dark skin, her black hair, and something about her face or eyes, I think, gave her an alluringly exotic aura. Her blouse and capris appeared to be made of the same material as the shorts Peter had worn. Neither the blouse nor the capris accentuated her curves at all, but the rips in the clothes provided tantalizing glimpses of skin.

I noticed all this inadvertently in one look; I really wasn’t checking her out. Nevertheless, I gave myself a little mental slap. Can’t you at least wait till she’s conscious before you start being a pig? I said to myself.

To which myself replied: You say pig, I say teenage guy.

I also got my first good look at the boy. He was about my age, maybe slightly older, and fairly tall. He looked like a stereotypical surfer—bronze skin, longish, disheveled blond hair, and a cheery face. And he was impressively ripped, particularly his upper body.

Despite carrying the girl, he didn’t seem winded at all; I, however, was doubled over and heaving for breath, feeling like I was dying. And death didn’t sound all that bad—my lungs probably wouldn’t hurt so much if I was dead.

“You shouldn’t bend over like that,” the boy said. “Stand up straight and put your hands on the back of your head. Opens up the lungs so you get more air.”

I eyed him quizzically. “What’re you, a PE teacher?”

He grinned. “Nah. I’m a PE teacher’s dream come true, though.”

“You’re a good retirement plan?”

“What?”

I shook my head. “Never mind.”

“Name’s Alex Starkey, by the way.” He extended his hand. I hesitated automatically, glancing at his hand, then back at his face. He grinned. “Don’t they still shake hands in reality, or have I been gone that long?”

I hesitated another beat, wondering what the hell that meant, then slowly reached out and shook his hand. “Ricky Darlin.”

He nodded approvingly. Then he picked up the girl again and started striding briskly along the river. Groaning inwardly, I followed alongside. After a couple minutes, when I was breathing easier and reasonably confident I wasn’t going to die, I asked, “What did you mean, ‘in reality’?”

“What?”

“You said, ‘Don’t they still shake hands in reality.’ What do you mean by ‘in reality’?”

For just an instant the boy hesitated, looking uncomfortable— but the instant passed so quickly I didn’t take much notice. “Back home,” he said, “where you and I both came from. That’s reality.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “And …all this . . .” I waved around. “…Isn’t reality?”

“Not exactly.”

I waited a couple seconds, but he didn’t elaborate.

“What the hell does that mean?” I asked.

“Well …a lotta things—most things, actually—are just like they are in reality: you, me, the trees, the water, the birds—well, most of the birds. But then some things …well …uh …ya know what, there’s really someone else who should explain all this. I’d probably just confuse you even more.”

I had so many other questions I didn’t bother pressing him. I ran my hands through my hair, trying to decide where to start. “All right—you said you know Peter, right?”

“Unfortunately.”

“And he’s the one that tied me up?”

“Yeah. Probably knocked you out, too, huh?”

I nodded faintly and touched the base of my skull. A dull ache remained, though I’d forgotten about it until now. “How the hell could he do that?”

“Probably just with a rock or something.”

“No, I mean …he seemed so . . .”

“Cool? Friendly?” Alex looked at me sideways, smiling thinly. “Yeah. He’s a hell of an actor, I’ll give him that much. It’s that Australian accent that got me. If he’d had a New York accent I woulda kicked his ass in a heartbeat.”

“So why’d he do it?” I asked, frowning.

“I wish I knew.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You have no idea?”

He pursed his lips and shook his head. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

I nodded toward the girl. “Who’s she, then?”

He looked at her face thoughtfully. “I’m not sure.”

“But you have an idea?”

“Yeah,” he said slowly, “but …well, it’s complicated. And you probably wouldn’t believe it anyway.”

“Well, no offense, but I’m not sure I believe anything you’re saying.”

He laughed darkly. “Trust me …you’ll start believing soon enough.”

“All right, fine, then who are you? I mean, why’d you rescue me? How’d you get here?”

“Well, basically, the same thing happened to me that happened to you. Peter convinced me to come to the Island, flew me over here, then knocked me out, tied me up, and threw me in his caves. I’m not really sure how long I was in there—longer than you, though, I can tell ya that much. You got the express service. But anyway …I just sat there until I got rescued.”
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