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For Lizzie and Becca, and all the places they’ll go; and for Shelly, and all the places she takes me.
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Here, There, and Everywhere

I’m going to die in this stupid locker.

I stare at the strips of light in the door, kicking myself for getting stuck, again. And on the last day before winter break. When everyone comes back from the holidays they’re going to be surprised to find a shriveled-up mummy with a bag of Skittles in his pocket encased in this locker-coffin.

This seemed like a perfectly good hiding spot when we started this fateful game of sardines, but I’ve waited over an hour for the other teachers’ kids to find me, and I’m the only fish in the can. It’s over. I’m through.

I throw my head back against the interior of the locker, tracing the page displaying my pencil sketch of a tree with a cramped, crooked finger. I can almost hear the leaves rustling, as they have been lately in my dreams. It’s the same tree that’s on the wooden coin hanging from my neck. Dad’s coin. It might not be able to save me from the clutches of evil combination locks, but I feel better wearing the one thing Dad left me before he vanished. As long as I have it, I have hope I’m not going to vanish too.

Footsteps. Some angelic soul is coming down the empty Social Studies hall to free me from this death trap of my own making.

“Hello?” My dry voice cracks.

The footsteps pause. I can’t see much through the vents, but I imagine this heavenly hero gliding down the hall with shimmering wings and a staff of love.

“Cameron?” a familiar voice says. It’s Oma—my grandmother. Thank all her weird dreamcatcher charms it’s not some stranger.

“Please get me out of here.”

She crouches so I can see her through the vents. No wings, no staves . . . just Oma, who’s been both mom and dad to me and my twin sister our whole lives. “How long have you been in there?” she asks in her long Texas drawl.

An eternity.

“I don’t know,” I say, not wanting to be dramatic. “Can you get me out?”

“Cammy . . . ,” she says—the most awfully cutesy nickname in all creation—, “I think there’s a latch inside.”

Of course there is.

I feel around and find the metal release. The door opens like magic. I stumble out on tingly legs and lean into her. It’s almost a hug, but I play it off. I’ll be thirteen next year . . . too old to be hugging my Oma in the Social Studies hall.

“I’m sorry,” I tell her, about nothing in particular.

“Are you okay?” She’s dressed in her typical flower-print blouse and khakis.

I nod. I really . . . really don’t want to talk about how, once again, the other kids abandoned me and our game.

“I’m going to have to stay at school a while longer,” she tells me. “Just a bit more work today.”

That’s a lie. Oma’s a sub—she hasn’t taught full-time since Dad disappeared, so there’s no reason for her to stay at school longer than everyone else. And the look she gives me sets off every nuclear alarm in my head.

She was supposed to talk with my sister’s doctor today. Something must be wrong—again.

“Why don’t you head home and make your sister dinner?” she says, giving me a droopy-eyed smile. “I’ll be late.”

  •  •  •  

On the walk home, I stop at 7-Eleven for an orange Creamsicle pop. Something about choosing a brain freeze in December makes me feel like I’m in control. My sister, Cass, makes fun of me for it. “No one eats Popsicles in the winter,” she says every time. But she’s wrong.

Just like she’s wrong about Dad. He didn’t abandon us. It’s like Oma always says: Someone stole him away.

I finger the painted circle of wood hanging from my neck. My coin matches my sister’s in every aspect except one—mine is gold, and shimmers a little when it catches the light, while Cass’s is a dull, gray wood. Her coin belonged to Mom. Oma says hers is gray because Mom died. The only logical assumption is that, since mine is still shiny, Dad’s still alive out there.

Cass may not believe it, but I do. I’ll prove it to her one day, too. I’ll find Dad, bring him home, and everything’ll be the way it’s supposed to be. I just . . . don’t know how yet.

I debate sitting at the picnic table outside the gas station to eat my Popsicle, but one of Cass’s morbid, educational TV shows said sitting too long can cause blood clots. On my list of Worst Ways to Die, “deep vein thrombosis” is one of the least exciting.

Instead I continue to walk through the parking lot behind the 7-Eleven, scanning the shopping center between it and my neighborhood as I go.

Something’s different about the shopping center today. It’s the only new building development in our area. The place was supposed to be a mini-strip mall, but not a single business has moved into the twenty or so glass storefronts during the whole two years since they finished. Now it’s a ghost town, complete with plastic bag tumbleweeds.

But today, a new sign on one of the doors screams for my attention. Big, shiny letters with delicate, curly flourishes sparkle even under the cloudy sky.

THE HOTEL BETWEEN

HALFWAY BETWEEN HERE, THERE, AND EVERYWHERE.

A giant, etched tree rises behind the letters, split down the middle with one half on each of the glass double doors. The sign is almost blinding, but at the same time so entrancing I can’t help but stare. Most businesses around here have cheap, off-kilter letter stickers or those plastic, sun-faded OPEN signs, but these letters glitter like New Year’s Eve confetti.

The tree behind it looks so familiar, too. I know that tree. Same as the drawing posted inside my locker, and carved into our coin necklaces. I’ve run my fingers over that symbol so many times. And ever since I turned twelve, it’s been invading my dreams, too. Like its presence should mean something to me.

I hurry to the door and peek through the glass, but can’t see anything inside. Must not be open yet. I cup a hand and press my face against the pane, and . . .

Wham!

The door slams into my nose. Glass and metal rattle, along with my ice-pop-frozen brain. I stumble back, dropping my Popsicle in the process, and crash to my butt on the sidewalk. It feels like my nose was shoved way back into my skull. I’m definitely going to have brain damage (number 43 on my Worst Ways to Die list).

A man peeks around the door as I pinch the bridge of my nose to keep it from bleeding. I’m doing everything in my power not to cry, but holding back the tears is like building a Lego ship with no instructions.

The tall man laughs and says something in another language, offering a hand to help me up. He’s bald, wearing a long robe with bright yellow and green shapes that look like those tangram puzzles in math class. My probably-crooked-now nose barely comes to his chest.

Two more people step through the doors behind him: a bearded man in a linen suit, and a woman with a headscarf tied around her face. The woman sounds like she’s apologizing for Tangram Man almost knocking me out, but I can’t understand her. Linen Suit Man steps out into the parking lot and gazes upward to the Texas sky.

I turn back to the door and catch a glimpse of . . . something unbelievable. Thick, velvety maroon carpet stretches deep into an open foyer and up a twisty staircase. Warm light shines from old Thomas Edison–style bulbs in intricate brass fixtures. A sparkly chandelier with long, dangly chains of crystals casts rainbows everywhere, flooding the enormous space with warm, smoky light. I can’t even see the ceiling, it’s so high. And I think I smell blueberries.

Maybe the door knocked me out and I’m dreaming. But do dreams usually hurt like this?

Before I can process it all, a fourth person pushes me with a “Step back, sir,” and the spectacle inside disappears as he closes the door behind him.

It’s a boy who looks to be around my age. His skin is light bronze, and he’s dressed like money. Black suit with wide lapels and a professional name tag that reads NICO. White gloves. Two long coattails drag at the backs of his knees, and his dark hair swooshes to one side, slick with gel. The only thing he’s wearing that doesn’t shine is a pair of black Converse sneakers.

Nico leans against the door, watching me as he addresses the others in a language I don’t recognize. When he finishes, they all laugh.

“Don’t worry,” Nico says, this time in perfect English, “I told them you don’t work for the Hotel. Besides, we’re not looking for a tour guide today. Thanks, though.” He winks.

“What?” I’m totally lost.

He says something else to the others and motions them back through the door. That warm, pie-in-the-oven glow reaches me again. I catch another whiff of blueberries, mixed with a woodburning stove and the sharp aroma of curry.

I gaze back up at the crystal chandelier over the room, but something’s off about it. The chandelier has to be attached to a ceiling I can’t quite see, three floors up at least—maybe four. But the shopping center is a one-story building.

I step in to take a closer look, but the boy in the coattails pushes me back.

“Nuh-uh, kiddo.” A smile creeps across his face. “That ain’t for you.”

“But—”

“No vacancy at the Hotel tonight.”

“That’s a hotel?”

“The Hotel Between,” Nico says, pointing to the sign. “The vacation of your dreams, located halfway between here, there, and everywhere.” His gaze flits to my necklace, and he grins. “Come back when you can afford a room.”

“Am I dreaming?” I ask.

Nico chuckles. “Nope. Dreams aren’t really my thing.”

He steps through the door, snaps his fingers, and a coin appears between his thumb and forefinger. He rolls the coin over his knuckles . . .

 . . . flicks it into air . . .

 . . . and it’s gone.

He raises his other hand and pats my chest. “There are magics in the world, if you know where to find them.”

And he closes the door behind him.

  •  •  •  

I back away and stare at the door. Nico’s words bounce like a Super Ball in my head.

There are magics in the world . . .

Oma’s always told us stories about magic and spirits creeping into our world, ever since we were little. Magic’s neither good nor evil, she always says . . . it just is. It’s the person who uses the magic that determines whether it helps or hurts.

She also says it was magic that took Dad from us.

But I don’t believe in magic. Magic doesn’t help the ones you love get better or give you more friends. It hasn’t brought Dad back, either. And Oma’s stories about magic and Dad and all that never make sense. She has hundreds of postcards Dad sent to her from all over the world—Japan, Botswana, Queensland, everywhere in Europe—but when we ask her what Dad was doing there, she won’t say. She acts like she’s forgotten all the important bits, like how he could travel to all those places in so little time, or who would have taken him, and why.

A drop of something wet falls from my nose, and I wipe it with my hand. Blood. And not just a little. Full-on Niagara Falls. I was so distracted by the door, I didn’t even notice how badly I was bleeding. I try wiping it, but all that does is leave a big smear of red across my hand and probably all over my face. I must look like a preschooler who’s been finger painting.

I feel in my pocket for a used tissue from this afternoon, but my fingers close around something hard and round instead.

Nico’s coin. The one he used to perform his magic trick. The smiley face scratched into the worn-smooth front grins at me. He must have slipped it into my pocket somehow.

I turn the coin over, and freeze. It’s the tree again. Nico’s coin is an exact replica of the ones Cass and I wear around our necks. The coins Dad left with us when he dropped us off with Oma twelve years ago.

I glance back at the door, emblazoned with that same gold tree. Is this where Dad got them? Did he stay here, at The Hotel Between? A twinge of excitement bubbles deep down inside me. I have to figure out a way in.

Another drip of red falls from my nose, so I finally dig out the tissue and pinch it closed. Oma says nosebleeds are a normal part of growing up, but I’m pretty sure this represents a subdural hematoma or a brain aneurism (numbers 458 and 459 in my WWTD list). She should take me to the hospital to confirm, but I know she’ll tell me to suck it up instead.

The hospital. Cass. She’s probably waiting for me.

Sorting out this hotel stuff will have to wait. I need to get home and make sure Cass is okay.

  •  •  •  

My nosebleed stops before I get home, which is a good thing, because Cass is in a mood. She basically assaults me with her wheelchair as I enter.

“Where have you been?”

I juke out of the way and take off my shoes. “At school.”

“Oma said she sent you home, like, hours ago.”

“Don’t be mad. I got . . . detained.”

Cass huffs. I get why she’s annoyed. It’s not about dinner or needing help. She’s capable of doing most things on her own these days. It’s because bad things happen when she’s alone. Ever since the home health care nurse stopped coming last year, we’ve all been more worried about her.

“I’m sorry,” I say, and hurry to the kitchen to make dinner.

“What happened to your face?” she asks, rolling behind me.

I throw a hand up to cover my nose.

“Did you get in a fight again?”

“No.”

“Liar.”

I am a terrible liar, but this time I’m not lying. Unless fighting with a door counts.

She folds her arms, giving me her best disappointed-Oma impression.

“I only got in one fight this year.” I never had the heart to tell her it was because Jaeden called her a . . . well, just thinking about it makes me want to hit him all over again.

I ignore her look and grab a skillet from under the stove.

“Put that away,” she says. “I already ate.”

“Ate what?”

“Pop-Tarts.”

I groan. “You should have waited.”

She groans back. “If I waited for you, I’d starve.”

Oma’s been “working late” a lot lately, so Cass has been taking the accessible bus home. I should probably ride with her, but I can’t stand the bus. It smells like the fumes of a dirty gas station, and Oma says it’s good for Cass to do things on her own. Besides, I’d rather walk so I can be aware of any changes in our neighborhood. Like the hotel.

My hand jumps to my pocket to make sure Nico’s coin is still there. I want to talk to him, to find out more about this Hotel Between, and why he has a coin just like Dad’s.

I glance at the almost identical coin hanging from Cass’s neck. Has she been having dreams too? I want to ask—to tell her about the door and Nico—but it feels like a bad idea. Talking about Dad always makes her angry, and when Cass gets angry, we might as well flush the whole evening down the toilet.

I pull the Pop-Tarts out of the pantry and pop two in the toaster, glad I don’t have to make anything special. It’s not pretty when I cook on my own. She was smart to eat the Pop-Tarts.

“Something’s up with Oma,” I say.

Cass slouches in her chair. “I know. She was talking to Aunt Jeri on the phone last night.”

“What about?”

She shrugs.

“I thought she might’ve heard something else from your doctor,” I guess, hoping for a clue.

Cass twists her lips to the side, which means Oma did hear something, but they’re not going to tell me just yet. Typical.

She goes back to watching a National Geographic show about hunters in the Congo. It’s her favorite channel. She calls it “preparation” for when she gets to travel the world. I don’t know why she tortures herself like that; we’ve never left Texas. And I’m pretty sure Cass will never go to any of those places—not with her condition. One of these days she’ll realize what I’ve already learned: It’s safer and better for everyone if we all stay home.

I head to my room and flip on the ceiling light. My fan whirls, blowing up the corners of all the safety posters and foldouts I’ve collected from our endless trips to the hospital. Someone’s got to be ready to take care of Cass in an emergency. Her room is plastered with maps of the exotic places from Oma’s stories. Photos of South African cities, a painting of Peru, a cuckoo clock Aunt Jeri sent from Germany, even a didgeridoo Cass’s friend gave her after a vacation to Australia. She may think Dad abandoned us, but her eyes still brighten every time Oma leans in for another fantastical tale of Dad touring the temples of Burma, or sleeping under the stars in the Sahara.

I flop onto my bed and a tiny cloud of dust poofs from under the mattress. Oma doesn’t believe in dusting. She told me why once—something about needing as much dust as she can get in her life to bind her to one spot—but really, I think she just doesn’t like cleaning.

I lie back and untie my necklace, comparing Dad’s coin to the one Nico slipped into my pocket. Dad’s is light, thick, and so scratched up I’ve never been able to read the words imprinted on it. The embossing on Nico’s is clear and bold. The words “Hotel Between” swirl under the tall, regal-looking tree on the front, and the design on the flip side—a grand castle-like building—bears the words “Halfway between here, there, and everywhere.” A smiley face has been carved over the building, winking at me.

There are magics in the world . . .

After all this time I can’t possibly have found something to help me, can I?

I pull my Dad-box—a shoebox full of clues I’ve collected over the years—out from under my bed. It’s mostly pictures and notes and used ticket stubs I found in Oma’s closet. I flip through some photos of Dad and Mom together. One shows them atop the Empire State Building. Another has them on a rocky, snow-covered mountain, the wind blowing Mom’s long, dark hair.

Oma says that on the night Dad left us with her, he was scared. He told her that Mom was gone, and that they’d be coming for him too and she needed to keep us safe. And then we never saw him or Mom again. I’ve always wondered what they could have done to cause people to come after them. Who—or what—was he running from? Are they the reason he never came back? And if Mom’s “gone,” what happened to her?

I stop at a photo of Mom and Dad at a fancy party. Dad wears a suit and a prickly mustache, and Mom’s dressed in a silky, cherry blossom dress. In the background, I spy the pair of gilded doors engraved with that same tree symbol.

Nico’s coin is proof—I can feel it. Proof Dad’s still alive. Proof that someone’s keeping him from us.

Proof that Dad’s out there, waiting for me to find him.
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The Dallas Door

Oma comes home a couple of hours later, pretending nothing’s the matter. But when she says she needs to talk to Cass before bed, I know exactly what’s wrong.

Another surgery.

“To bed,” Oma tells me, waving me away like she’s swatting a housefly.

I grumble and head to my room. Oma never talks about Cass’s condition in front of me anymore, except to say that the coin around Cass’s neck can only protect her from evil spirits, and not from her health problems. Apparently I make things out to be worse than they are, or something. Even so, Oma still only talks about it with Cass when she has to.

Cass was born with spina bifida. It’s a weird condition that does lots of things and some people who have it never show signs, but Cass isn’t one of those. The real issue is the complications. Hers could be a lot worse given the type she has, but it’s bad enough that she’ll never be able to walk and still needs tons more surgeries to keep her healthy.

Friends at school tell me it’s weird to worry about my sister the way I do, but they don’t know what it’s like. She’s always in danger. If we aren’t careful, aren’t ready, everything could change. I don’t want to think about that, but I have to. Every moment matters.

It doesn’t take long before I drift off to sleep, dreaming of that enormous tree again.

The monstrous trunk rises before me, as big around as our house. Roots twist and curl beneath my feet. Leaves rustle under a blinding sun.

Open doors hang from the branches like fruit. There’s something odd about these doors, and it’s not that doors don’t normally grow from trees. That part seems strangely normal. It’s that when I look through them, I don’t see the tree, or the leaves, or even the sky. Each door reflects a different scene from around the world. I see snow-capped mountains. Shimmering oceans. City streets. Windows into other places.

A door at the base of the trunk cracks open, spilling amber light across the gnarled roots. A hand reaches through the sliver of light, curling a finger to invite me inside.

The sky darkens, the breeze whispering . . .

Come

  •  •  •  

A noise in the house wakes me.

I grip Dad’s coin around my neck and roll over to stare at the picture of Mom and Dad on my bedside table. There has to be a way to find Dad. Everything’s been so hard lately. If only he were here to help. Oma’s always tired, and she keeps leaving unpaid bills on the table. And then there’s Cass. If I could get Dad back, he could help us. He could be there to make sure nothing bad happens. To guide me on how best to help her. He could . . .

Knock, knock.

I sit up. That’s strange. Sounded like it came from outside my window.

Knock-knock-knock.

I slide out of bed and slowly draw the curtain.

A face pops up on the other side of the glass, and I stifle a yelp. “Nico?”

“Hey buddy,” the slick-haired boy says in a slightly muffled voice. “Let me in. Hace frío.”

I unlatch the lock, and Nico climbs through like he’s done this two thousand times before. He’s wearing a black T-shirt and jeans instead of the coattails and satin lapels of his uniform. Four horizontal loops of fabric have been stitched into the shirt where a pocket would normally be—same as his suit.

“I thought Texas was supposed to be warm,” he says, rubbing his arms. “It’s stinking cold out there.”

I shut the window and lock the latches to keep out the various WWTDs that lurk in the night. Then again, I just let in a stranger, so I don’t know why I’m worried about what’s outside. “What are you doing here?”

He grins. “Just being friendly.”

Sounds suspicious. “You don’t even know me. How’d you find my house?”

Nico digs in his pocket and pulls out a coin, which he flips in the air and snags just as quickly. “Magic.” He wiggles his fingers around the shiny disc. It looks exactly like the one he snuck into my pocket, smiley face and all.

“How—” I start, and then I pull out my Dad-box and shuffle through the pictures. I left the coin right here. It’s gone.

“It’s the same coin, buddy. My coin.”

“H-How’d you get it back?”

He smirks. “You know what they say about magicians.”

Oh, he’s good.

Nico flops onto my bed next to the photos. “I’m pretty skilled at finding people. You were an easy mark.”

“Finding people?” My eyes dart to the picture on my bedside table.

“It’s part of working at the Hotel,” he says, lying back on my pillow. “We find all sorts of people, places, things. It’s what makes a good concierge.” He says the word “concierge” with awe, like it means something special.

“Are you the concierge?”

Nico laughs. “Not yet. But one day . . . one day I’ll be master of my own House.”

I have no idea what he’s talking about. Master of a house? What does that even mean?

He rolls the coin over his fingers, staring at me like he wants something but he’s not sure how to ask. “You never told me your name.”

“Cameron.” I gather up the pictures and stuff them back in the Dad-box. “Everyone calls me Cam though.”

He sits up to shake my hand. “Nico. Pleasure to meet you. So”—he squints his eyes—“I’ve got a question for you.”

“Okay?” I’ve got questions for him, too.

“Why were you hanging around the Dallas Door this afternoon?”

“Dallas Door?”

“Yeah.” He waits, as if I’m supposed to know what he’s talking about.

“Uhh . . . it’s on my way home from school. First time I’ve seen any businesses in our new strip mall so I stopped.”

“Uh-huh.” His eyes remain narrowed. “And when was the last time you were in the Hotel?”

“That place on the other side of the door? Never.”

“Never?”

I shake my head. “Now for my questions,” I say. “What is that place?”

“Magic.” He leans back on my pillow and flips his coin. “You sure you’ve never been to the Hotel? Not even in your dreams?”

Okay, this is getting annoying. “I don’t believe in magic and of course I haven’t. I don’t even know what it—” but I stop myself. All those dreams I’ve had lately of the tree and the places beyond the doors . . . they are just dreams, aren’t they?

“I knew it. You have been to the Hotel. How else would you get a coin?” He points to my necklace.

I unclasp it and rub my thumb over the smooth surface of Dad’s coin. “It’s my dad’s. He gave it to me when I was little.”

Nico laughs. “Your dad must’ve stolen it, then.”

“My dad didn’t steal anything,” I snap.

Nico holds his hands up in surrender. “Whoa, whoa. I didn’t mean—”

“My dad’s gone,” I say in a cold whisper. “Someone stole him.”

“Oh.” Nico lowers his gaze.

Uh-oh. I shouldn’t have said that. I’ve never told anyone at school about what happened to Dad. I always figured that if he was on the run from someone, and he left us with Oma to keep us safe, then it’s best we stay under the radar.

“Sorry, I mean, that’s not what I—”

“No, it makes sense, actually,” Nico says.

I flinch. “How does it make sense?”

He grits his teeth. “I didn’t mean to say that. Forget it.”

“No, tell me.” I lean in. “What do you mean?”

Nico scoots away. “I-I can’t.”

“Why not?” I ask, letting my irritation show. This kid better not be pulling my leg.

“Because the secrets of the Hotel are not mine to give,” he says, seriously. “You don’t know how privileged you are to have gotten just a peek. Most don’t even see the doors. And no one gets to keep their coin when they leave.”

I shoot him a skeptical look. “You’ve got one.”

“Of course I do. I’m staff. I can come and go, but I’ve always got to end up back there. Or at least, the coin has to.”

My fingers rub the disc harder, as if squeezing it can press the truth out of him. This night is getting weirder by the minute.

“Well, I mean, you do have a coin. . . . I guess that entitles you to something.” He draws his lips into a thin line. “You won’t tell anybody, will you?”

“Tell anybody what? I want to know what you meant about my dad.”

His face lights up in a birthday-boy grin. “It’s better if I show you.”

  •  •  •  

Normally there’s no way I’d follow some strange, slick-haired kid out into the night in my pajamas. Lots of entries on the Worst Ways to Die list start with following strangers into the night. But tonight’s different. The tree, the coins . . . everything’s telling me I need to go with him, even though my stomach’s shriveling like a raisin. This may be my only chance.

I keep one hand in my pocket to hold on to the photo of my parents as we weave through the streets toward what Nico calls the “Dallas Door.” I’m trying not to think about the possibility that Nico’s one of the greedy spirits from Oma’s stories. But he couldn’t be. He’s a kid, like me. The spirits in Oma’s tales take kids.

Besides, those stories aren’t real. And I’m pretty sure a spirit wouldn’t ramble like this guy does. Nico talks, a lot. Like, a lot a lot. So much that I barely have to say anything, which is fine by me. He tells me about the busy streets of Paris at night, and the aurora borealis above Reykjavik, Iceland, and how much bigger the sky is there. He asks where all the horses are, and what’s the point of Dallas without horses, and says the “Old Man” should have opened a door to Orlando instead.

I can’t keep track of what he’s saying. Still, as weird as he is, listening to him makes me feel at ease. He’s a little like how I always imagined Dad—a world traveler telling stories of his adventures, reminiscing about the best dishes he ate in the forests of Lebanon and the mountains of Peru.

But Nico can’t have been to all those places. He’s too young. Something’s off about him; I just can’t figure out what. It’s like he’s trying to sell me on something, but I have no idea what I’m buying.

We round the corner of the shopping center and the shimmering script of The Hotel Between comes into view.

“It’s so small.” I picture the chandelier on the other side, the warm light, the second and third and fourth stories. “A whole hotel couldn’t possibly fit here.”

“Exactly.”

“Where is it, then?”

“Right here. And everywhere.” Nico pulls out a brass skeleton key and inserts it into the door.

But he doesn’t poke the key into a keyhole, like he should. Instead, he shoves the key right into the middle of the door. Shimmering foam expands from the glass around the key, glittering with copper-tinted smoke. I can’t believe my eyes.

My mouth falls open as he turns the key in the rippling glow and opens the door. Warm light poofs out like a cloud of hot air from an oven. The familiar smell of blueberries and woodsy smoke and spices wrap around me like a blanket.

Nico taps the threshold. “The Hotel Between. A very old establishment with doors that open all over the world.”

“You’re joking with me. This has to be a trick,” I say.

“Not everything in life is so black and white, Cam,” Nico replies. “Sometimes you need to take a risk.”

I step up to feel the heat rolling through the door, but Nico presses a hand to my chest to hold me back.

“To pass through always costs something,” he says.

“But . . . ” I touch my dad’s coin. “I thought this meant I could go inside.”

Nico shakes his head. “That doesn’t mean you should. The Hotel isn’t a place you enter lightly, you know. It’s dangerous.”

My arms prickle at the word. “It’s a hotel.”

“The Hotel Between is more than just a place to stay. It’s got an agenda—a mission—and you do not want to get caught up in that.”

I lean in and breathe the warm, blueberry air, taking in the bubbling fountain in front of the grand staircase. The chandelier above is bigger than I remember, brighter, with its long, flowing chains of sparkling crystals. I’m really seeing all of this.

“It’s . . . wonderful,” I say.

Nico clasps his fingers behind his back. “This is the North American Lobby. Lobbies are typically the first thing our guests see.”

A girl with dozens of tiny braids in her hair shuffles papers behind a counter on the far wall. People in colorful shorts and sunglasses meander through the velvety curtains on one side and climb the curling staircase to the upper level.

“When you cross the threshold of The Hotel Between, you pass from one place on the globe to another.” Nico waves his hand over the glass door front. “This side is Dallas.” Then he runs his hand over the dark wood inside. “And this is the Hotel.”

As nice as it seems, it almost reminds me of the Gingerbread House in Hansel and Gretel. Everything in me screams to get away, even as the warm light beckons me inside. I should listen to the uneasiness in my stomach. I don’t do risk.

Nico pushes us back out and closes the door. The colors of the hotel are sucked away into the night, leaving the strip mall looking even bleaker and dirtier.

“That’s pretty much it.” He leans against the wall and gives his coin a flip. “You’ve seen magic. How do you feel?”

I don’t mean to say it out loud, but I’ve wanted to ask the question ever since Nico’s comment earlier. “Could you find him?”

Nico snatches his coin out of the air. “Who? Your dad?”

I hesitate. I can’t believe I’m going to trust an absolute stranger with my secrets. That I’m going to trust magic, of all things. But Nico said this is what he does: finds people. And he’s the only lead I’ve ever had.

“He’s been missing since my sister and I were babies,” I tell him. “Oma worries about him, and we—”

Nico pulls a picture from his jacket pocket. “This him?” It’s the photo of Dad and Mom all dressed up at a fancy party. The one I brought with me.

I feel for the picture in my pocket, but it’s not there.

“How did you . . . ?” I glare at him. He swiped it from me, like a common thief.

“Just practicing.” He smiles. “But why would you want to find him? If he left you—”

“He didn’t leave,” I say, snatching the photo back. “I told you, he was taken. Someone was after him, and I think whoever took him . . . killed my mom, too.”

Nico shakes his head. “Trail’s too cold. The magic has to have something to go on. If no one’s heard from him your whole life . . . ” He glances once again to the coin at my neck. “Then again, if I had his coin—”

“No.” I can’t give Dad’s coin away. It’s the only connection I have to him.

He shrugs. “Then there’s nothing I can do.”

I grip the necklace tighter. This is such a bad idea. Or maybe it’s all just one long, bad dream.

“I’ll make you a deal,” Nico says. “You keep my coin.” He flips the disc to me. “Call it collateral. Meanwhile I’ll take your Dad’s, and the picture, and bring it back once I’ve figured out whether I can help. What do you say?”

This isn’t what I expected. Nico’s coin is the same as mine, so maybe it offers the same protections—if they offer any kind of protection in the first place. If he was some sort of greedy spirit, he wouldn’t offer the same thing in return, would he?

“I don’t know. . . .”

Nico winks, and places a hand on the Dallas Door. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

A sick feeling grows from within the pit of my stomach. This coin is the most important thing I own.

“Don’t worry,” Nico says. “It’s a touch.”

“A touch?”

“Hotel lingo. It means ‘don’t be a baby, it’s no big deal.’ ” He reaches out a hand. “You’ll get your coin back, safe and sound. I promise.”

I can’t believe I’m considering this. I saw on TV once that there are brain parasites that can mess with your mind and cause you to do things you wouldn’t normally do. WWTD number 637. I feel fine, but maybe my brain’s already deteriorating.

“Okay.” I untie the necklace and hand it to him. I feel naked out here in the dark without it. “Bring it back, all right?”

“Hopefully, I’ll bring him back, yeah?” He turns his key in the door. “See you soon, Mr. Cam.”

“Wait.”

Nico stops, key sparkling in the magic keyhole.

I swallow the cottony dryness in my throat. “Do you really think you can find him?”

He opens the door and smiles. “I’m Nico. For the right price, I can do anything.”
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Tricks in the Cards

The tree looms over me. Honey-colored light spills from the open door in the trunk. I don’t want to go in there. It feels like something bad is waiting for me on the other side. But at the same time, I do want to. I have to know.

One of the rustling leaves breaks loose and drifts downward, letting me pluck it from the air. Only it’s not a leaf. It’s a playing card. The four of hearts. On the back of the card are the words “Find Your Destination.” The phrase makes me happy, like I’ve been invited to an exclusive party.

But the happiness quickly fades. The door in the tree trunk is coming toward me now, fast. I turn to run away, but it catches me. I’m drowning in a swirling vortex of chandeliers and marble and kids in fancy suits.

  •  •  •  

I’ve made a huge mistake. Some stranger shows up at my window and I place all hope of finding my dad in him . . . how is that supposed to end well? I thought the hotel was some sign, a clue that this ridiculous hope wasn’t for nothing. I should have known life doesn’t work that way for us.

Two days pass, and nothing. No word from Nico. I’ve gone by the Dallas Door four times, bundled against the winter chill, but every time I look through the glass all I find is an empty concrete building. No evidence of anything existing beyond those doors.

I can’t believe I trusted him. And I’ve lost Dad’s coin, to boot. This is what I do . . . I make dumb decisions. I lock myself in lockers and give away what’s important and trust the wrong friends. It’s why I never want to do anything in the first place.

On the third morning of break, I wake to Oma hovering over me.

“Get up.”

“Is it time for breakfast?” I ask—the only logical reason she’d have for waking me before noon.

“You need to get up!” Her relentless smile is like a blowtorch. I’m in danger of being lit on fire with her enthusiasm. “Can’t sleep your whole vacation away.”

Now that I’ve lost my last connection to Dad, that’s exactly what I want to do.

Then I notice the flour on her nose. Nose-flour can only mean one thing: biscuits and gravy. Oma must really want to cheer me up—she never makes biscuits and gravy anymore because it’s not on her current diet plan.

I get dressed and head to the kitchen to help. Cass rambles on about some waterfall in South America while I start to crumble sausage. My gaze wanders to the gray, mottled coin dangling between her collarbones. At least Cass still has Mom’s coin.

I dump the sausage into the frying pan. “Oma, how did Mom die?”

“Hmmm?” She looks up and wipes more flour on her cheek.

This topic is usually off limits, unless Oma’s telling us her stories, but now I’m committed. “You’ve never told us how Mom died.”

Cass cocks her head to listen. We’ve asked these questions before, but Oma never gives us much. She only wants to talk about far-fetched adventures and places around the world . . . how Dad was wild and free-spirited, and his life was too big to be kept in one place, and how Mom was rooted into the soil of the earth. They always sound like fairy tales. But whenever the fateful events that led to his disappearance come up, she goes silent.

“I’m afraid I don’t know,” she says. “Your father didn’t tell me. And if he had, those secrets wouldn’t be mine to share.” She grabs a strip of bacon cooling under a paper towel and passes it to me. “Chewy enough, or should I make more?”

Cass scoffs and rolls into the attached living room to watch a bunch of barely clothed men riding in a Jeep, armed with spears. Oma lets her go. We both know what happens when Cass starts dwelling on our parents.

I wish Cass didn’t hate Dad. There are times I want to hate him for not being here, too, but then I picture him rotting away in some dank, wet cell, and I can’t. Flesh rot: WWTD number 340. Rare, but extremely gross.

Oma returns to kneading the dough. “You know, your father used to make all sorts of food I’d never seen before. He’d fry up these little meat pastry things . . . oh, what were they called . . . sammy-so-somethings.”

I’m not going to let her dodge my questions again, though. She has to tell us eventually. “If you don’t know what happened, how do you know for sure she died?”

Cass turns her head slightly, pretending not to listen.

“Reinhart told me so,” Oma says, calling Dad by his first name. “When he dropped you off, he said that Melissa . . . ” She trails off, as if she forgot what she was saying. “How is that bacon?”

“But he didn’t say how?” I ask.

Oma sighs and flops the dough over on the flour-dusted counter in a huff. “He was in such a hurry. Said they’d be coming for him soon, and that those coins would keep you safe. Always wear the coins. Always, always. They’ll protect you kids.” She points to the fridge. “Could you get the milk out, please?”

My shoulders slouch. Nothing new. No mention of hotels, or who might have taken him. And of course, still nothing about Mom.

I head for the refrigerator. “But if he left his coin with us, doesn’t that mean he’s not protected?”

“That’s different,” she says. “Reinhart wanted you to be protected. Those greedy spirits would possess the world if they could, but as long as you’ve got your coins, they’ll think you’re already owned, and they’ll leave you alone.”

I pull my collar up to hide my coin-less neck, and finger Nico’s coin in my pocket. Is this why Nico carries one too? So the spirits will think he’s “owned” already?

“If you could find Dad,” I say after a moment, “would you?”

Oma shakes her head. “I can’t.”

“But—”

She sighs again and wipes her forehead. “Your father is a good man. If he could be here, he would.” Oma presses her knuckles into the dough with more force than necessary. “I would pay any price to have my Reinhart back.”

  •  •  •  

By the time afternoon rolls around and my biscuits are half- digested, I’m back in my room, turning Nico’s coin over and over and wishing it would magically transform into Dad’s.

A knock comes at my door, and I shove the coin back in my pocket before Oma enters. “Cammy, you have a guest,” Oma says. “Nice boy. Very snappy dresser.”

Nico! I hop off the bed with a “Thanks!” and rush to the living room. Sure enough, there he is, sitting on the couch in the tailcoat of his hotel uniform, a cup of Oma’s tea pinched between his thumb and forefinger.

“Hey there, Mr. Cam.” He nods toward Cass, sitting across from him. “I was just getting to know your sister.”

“I—” I pause, unsure what to say. Part of me wasn’t even convinced Nico was real, and here he is, talking to my sister, who is one hundred percent the last person I want to know about the Hotel. “What took you so long?”

Cass laughs nervously. “Don’t be rude, Cam.”

Nico gives her a wink, a sparkle in his eye.

My pulse pounds in my ears. Could he really have found some information about Dad? But Cass can’t know anything about that. She’ll pitch a fit, and probably think I’m nuts—trusting strangers who claim they can do magic.

Am I nuts?

“How’d you guys meet?” Cass asks him. “You’re not in our class at school.”

“Homeschooled,” Nico says. “My family travels all over the world.”

Cass’s eyes flutter as if he just told her he’s Santa Claus. Ugh. She can be so embarrassing. She doesn’t even notice how Nico dodged her question.

He sets his teacup down and pulls out a deck of cards from his jacket. “Wanna see something amazing?”

“Sure!” She almost rolls over my foot to get closer.

“Wait,” I say, “what about—?”

“One trick, Mr. Cam. Then we’ll talk.” He fans the deck for Cass to pick a card.

She pulls one from the deck and shows it to me. Four of hearts, with little Japanese cats holding each of the hearts.

My breath catches. That’s the—the card from my dream. Outside, the wind picks up and rushes through the trees.

No. No. I’m imagining things. I only think I saw that card in my dreams. I’m remembering it wrong. There’s no way . . .

“Now,” Nico tells Cass as he shuffles the deck, “fold the card in half and slide it into my coat pocket.”

Cass creases the card and gives it a kiss before sliding it in.

“And that’s the trick!” Nico claps his hands, and the deck disappears. “Et voilá!”

She eyes him skeptically. “That’s no trick. You just waved your hands around.”

Nico turns to me. “Well, Mr. Cam?”

I wait for him to finish, but he just stares, like he’s waiting for me to do something. “What?”

“Give her the card.”

“I don’t have it.”

He nods with a sly grin. “Check your pocks.”

“My what?”

“Your pocket.”

I reach into my pants pocket and pull out a folded card—the four of hearts, complete with cats. The dream of snatching the card out of the air flashes through my mind. I jerk back and drop it like a hot pan.

Cass squeals and rocks her chair back and forth. “You were in on it?”

“Umm . . . ” I don’t know what to say, what to think. My mind is a tornado of cutesy cat cards.

She clucks her tongue and turns back to Nico. “Do you know any more?”

“Lots. But I think your brother wants to talk.” He motions to the door. “Outside?”

  •  •  •  

“Okay,” I say once we’re on the back porch, trying not to think about the bizarre connection between my dream and what just happened inside. “How’d you do that?”

“The card?” He laughs. “A magician never reveals—”

“No, how’d you know? How . . . ?”

The look on his face tells me he has no idea what I’m talking about.

I decide to change tactics. “Okay, whatever then. What’d you find?”

“Who says I found anything? Maybe I just wanted to check in on my favorite Texan.” His tone sounds cooler than the December air. He pokes at the dying plants in Oma’s flowerbeds with the mini shovel she had leaning against the back door. “It’s called ‘building relationships.’ You should try it.”

I flash him a glare. He’s toying with me. Hiding behind that dumb grin.

“Okay, fine.” Nico twists the shovel in the ground, turning up the top layer of soil. “Maybe I needed something else before I commit to searching for him.”

My heart collapses. Total cardiovascular failure. Death by disappointment.

He digs a little deeper into the sprinkler-damp earth.

I study him. “Dirt?” I ask. “You need dirt to find my dad?”

“For a start.” He digs out one last scoop and places the shovel back against the siding. “I wanted to learn more about who I’d be helping, too. See, if I’m going to be master of my own House, I have to be able to tell who’s good and who’s not.”

He rakes his fingers through the soil, scooping a handful into his white-gloved palm.

“What’s the story with your sister, anyway?” he asks, pouring the dirt into a tiny jar that he’s taken from his pocket and sealing the cap. Cold wind rakes through the fallen leaves.

“Spina bifida,” I tell him. “She was born with it. Hers is one of the worst kinds.”
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