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TO ALL YOU WORDSMITHS, YOU SCRIBBLERS, YOU WRIMOS IN YOUR VAST NUMBERS, FOR MAKING WRITING A PART OF YOUR READING 




We tell ourselves stories in order to live.


—Joan Didion


Education is the path from cocky ignorance to miserable uncertainty.


—Mark Twain





CHAPTER 1


THE MOST IMPORTANT EMAIL THAT Darcy Patel ever wrote was three paragraphs long.


The first was about Darcy herself. It skipped the trifling details, her dyed blue-black hair and the slim gold ring in her left nostril, and began instead with a grim secret that her parents had never told her. When Darcy’s mother was eleven years old, her best friend was murdered by a stranger. This discovery, chanced upon during an idle web search, both shocked Darcy and made certain things about her mother clearer. It also inspired her to write.


The second paragraph of the email was about the novel Darcy had just finished. She didn’t mention, of course, that all sixty thousand words of Afterworlds had been written in thirty days. The Underbridge Literary Agency hardly needed to know that. Instead, this paragraph described a terrorist attack, a girl who wills herself to die, and the bewitching boy she meets in the afterworld. It promised skulking ghosts and the traumas that haunt families, and little sisters who are more clever than they appear. Using the present tense and short sentences, Darcy set the scene, thumbnailed the characters and their motivations, and teased the conclusion. This was the best of the three paragraphs, she was later told.


The third paragraph was pure flattery, because Darcy wanted very much for the Underbridge Literary Agency to say yes to her. She praised the breadth of their vision and paid tribute to their clients’ genius, even while daring to compare herself to those illustrious names. She explained how her novel was different from the other paranormals of the last few years (none of which had a smoldering Vedic psychopomp as its love interest).


This email was not a perfect query letter. But it did its job. Seventeen days after pressing Send, Darcy was signed to Underbridge, a flourishing and respected literary agency, and not long after that she had a two-book deal for an astonishing amount of money.


Only a handful of challenges remained—high school graduation, a perilous decision, and parental approval—before Darcy Patel would be packing her bags for New York City.





CHAPTER 2



I MET THE MAN OF my dreams in an airport, just before midnight a few days into the New Year. I was changing planes in Dallas, and I almost died.


What saved me was texting my mother.


I text her a lot when I’m traveling—when I get to the airport, when the flight’s called, and when they make us put our phones away. I know, it sounds like something you’d do with your boyfriend, not your mom. But traveling alone made me nervous even before I could see ghosts.


And trust me, my mother needs to hear from me. A lot. She’s always been kind of clingy, but even more so since my father ran off to New York.


So I was walking alone through the mostly vacant airport, looking for better reception. This late at night most of the shops were shuttered and dark, and I’d wandered until reaching another wing of the airport, which was closed off by a metal gate that hung from the ceiling. Through the steel mesh I could see a pair of moving walkways gliding past, empty.


I didn’t see the attack begin. My eyes were focused on my phone, watching as autocorrect made war on my spelling. Mom was asking about my dad’s new girlfriend, whom I’d just met during my winter break visit. Rachel was lovely, always well dressed, and had the same size feet as me, but I couldn’t tell Mom all that. She has awesome shoes and I get to borrow them wasn’t the right place to start.


My father’s new apartment was also amazing, twenty stories up, with floor-to-ceiling windows looking down on Astor Place. His walk-in closet was as big as my bedroom back home, and full of drawers that slid open with a sound like spinning skateboard wheels. I wouldn’t want to live there. All that chrome and white leather furniture was cool to the touch and didn’t feel like home. But Mom had been right—my father had made a metric fuck-ton of money since leaving us. He was wealthy now, with a doorman building and his own driver and a glittery black credit card that made shop assistants straighten up. (Calling people who worked in stores “shop assistants” was a thing I’d learned from Rachel.)


I was wearing jeans and a hoodie, like always when I fly, but my suitcase was full of shiny new clothes that I’d have to hide when I got back to California. Dad’s wealth pissed Mom off for good reason: she supported him through law school and then he bailed on us. I got worked up about it sometimes, but then he’d send some of that wealth my way and I’d get over it.


Sounds pretty shallow, right? Being bought off with money that should’ve been my mother’s? Trust me, I know. Almost dying makes you realize how shallow you are.


Mom had just texted me: Tell me she’s older than the last one. And not a Libra again!


Didn’t ask her bitch day.


Um, what?


BIRTHDAY. Autocorrect fail.


Mom was mostly desensitized to my bad typing. The night before, she hadn’t even noticed when I’d texted that my father and I were eating raw cock dough for dessert. But when it came to Rachel, no typo went unremarked.


Ha! Wish you’d asked her THAT!


I decided to ignore that, and answered: She says hi, by the way.


How sweet.


If you’re being ironing, I can’t tell. We are TEXTING, mom.


I’m too old for irony. That was sarcasm.


I heard shouts behind me now, back by the security checkpoint. I turned around and headed back toward my gate, but didn’t look up from the phone.


I think my planet’s about to leave.


OK. See you in three hours, kiddo! Miss you.


You too, I began to type, but then the world fell into sharp little pieces.


I’d never heard an automatic weapon in real life before. It was somehow too loud for my ears to register, not so much a sound as the air ripping around me, a shudder I could feel in my bones and in the liquid of my eyes. I looked up from my phone and stared.


The gunmen didn’t look human. They wore horror movie masks, and smoke flowered around them as they swung their aim across the crowd. At first everyone was frozen with shock. No one ran or tried to hide behind the rows of plastic chairs, and the terrorists seemed in no hurry.


I didn’t hear the screams until the terrorists paused to reload.


Then everyone was running, some in my direction, some the other way. A guy my age in a football jersey—Travis Brinkman, as everyone learned later—tackled two gunmen, wrapping his arms around them and spinning with them across the blood-slick floor. If there had only been two terrorists he might have won that fight and spent his life a hero, telling his grandkids the story till they got bored of it. But there were four gunmen in all, and the others still had plenty of bullets.


As Travis Brinkman fell, the first running people reached me. Smoke roiled in their wake, bringing a smell like burning plastic. I’d been just standing there, but the acrid scent snapped my panic and I turned and started running with the crowd.


My phone lit up in my hand, and I stared stupidly at it. There was something I was supposed to do with this glowing, buzzing object, but I’d forgotten what. I still hadn’t grasped what was happening, but I knew that to stop running was to die.


But then death was right in front of me—that steel gate stretched across the entire hallway, floor to ceiling, side to side. The closed section of the airport stood behind it, the walkways still flowing. The terrorists had waited for midnight, when we were all trapped in the smallest possible space.


A tall man in a leather biker jacket threw his shoulder against the gate, and the metal rippled. He knelt to claw at the bottom, lifting it a few inches. Others joined him.


I stared at my phone. A text from my mother:


Try to sleep on the plane.


I stabbed at the screen to bring up a number pad. Some part of my brain realized that I’d never called 911 before. As it rang, I turned around to face the gunfire.


People were scattered on the floor, a trail of them. The terrorists had been gunning us down as we ran.


One of them was walking toward me, still a hundred feet away. He looked at the floor, stepping carefully among the fallen bodies, as if he couldn’t see well through the mask.


There was a tiny voice in my hand, dulled by my battered ears. “What is the location of your emergency?”


“Airport.”


“We’re aware of that situation. Security is responding from on-site and they will be there soon. Are you in a safe location?”


The woman was so calm. Looking back, it always makes me cry to think how calm she was, how brave. I might’ve been screaming if I were her, knowing what was happening at the other end of the line. But I wasn’t screaming. I was watching the gunman walk slowly toward us.


He was shooting the wounded people with a pistol, one by one.


“I’m not safe.”


“Can you get to a safe location?”


I turned back to the gate. A dozen of us were pulling at it now, trying to lift it up. The metal rattled and swayed, but was catching against some kind of lock. The gate wouldn’t rise more than a few inches.


I looked for a door, a hallway, a drink machine to hide behind. But the walls stretched away bare and flat.


“I can’t, and he’s shooting everyone.” We were so calm, just talking to each other.


“Well, honey, maybe you should pretend to be dead.”


“What?”


The gunman looked up from the wounded on the floor, and I could see the glitter of eyes through the two holes in the mask. He was staring straight at me.


“If there’s no way to get to safety,” she said carefully, “maybe you should lie down and not move.”


He holstered his pistol and raised the automatic rifle again.


“Thank you,” I said, and let myself fall as the gun roared smoke and noise.


My knees struck the floor with a burst of pain, but I let every muscle go, flopping over onto my face, a dropped rag doll. My forehead hit the tiles so hard that light flashed across my vision, and I felt a sticky warmth on my brow.


My eyelids fluttered once—blood was running into my eyes.


In a stunned heap I lay there, the gun firing again and again, the bullets hissing over me. The screams made me want to curl into a ball, but I forced myself to stay still. I tried to squeeze my own breathing to a halt.


I’m dead. I’m dead.


My body shuddered once, fighting me, demanding deeper breaths.


I don’t need to breathe—I’m dead.


The shooting finally stopped again, but worse sounds filled the ringing silence. A woman crying for mercy, someone trying to breathe with torn lungs. In the distance, I heard the pop and crack of pistols.


Then the worst noise of all: tennis shoes squeaking on wet tiles, taking slow, careful steps. I remembered him shooting the wounded, making sure that no one would escape this nightmare.


Don’t look at me. I’m dead.


My heartbeat thudded, hard enough to shake the whole airport. But somehow I kept myself from breathing.


The squeak of tennis shoes began to fade, crowded out by a soft roar in my head. My lungs were still now, not fighting anymore, and I felt myself falling softly away from my body, straight through the floor and down toward someplace dark and silent and cold.


It didn’t matter if the world was crumbling. I couldn’t breathe or move or think, except to remind myself . . .


I’m dead.


Behind my eyelids, vision went from red to black, like spilled ink spreading across my mind. Cold filled me, and my dizziness became a slow swaying, a feeling of stillness.


A long time seemed to pass with nothing happening.


And then I woke up somewhere else.





CHAPTER 3


THE MANILA ENVELOPE FROM THE Underbridge Literary Agency was as thick as a college acceptance package. But instead of forms, booklets, and brochures, it contained four copies of the same document—a publishing contract—and a return envelope that was already addressed and stamped.


Darcy Patel had learned all this from an email a week ago, and had read the contract at various stages of its drafting. There was no mystery about the envelope’s contents at all. But the act of slicing it open still seemed momentous. She had appropriated her father’s Princeton letter opener for the occasion.


“It’s here,” she said at her sister’s door. Nisha threw her book aside, sprang out of bed, and followed Darcy to her room.


They were quiet going down the hall. Darcy didn’t want her father reading through the contract again and offering more legal advice. (For one thing, he was an engineer, not a lawyer. For another, Darcy had an agent already.) But Nisha had to be here. She’d read Afterworlds last November, as it was being written, sometimes aloud over Darcy’s shoulder.


“Close the door.” Darcy sat at her desk. Her hands trembled a little.


Nisha obeyed and padded in. “Took long enough. When did Paradox say they wanted to buy it? Three months ago?”


“My agent says some contracts take a year.”


“That’s seven today, and it’s not even noon!”


By mutual agreement, Darcy was allowed to use the phrase “my agent” no more than ten times a day in front of her little sister; any overages cost a dollar each. This seemed generous to everyone concerned.


Darcy faced the envelope, hefting the letter opener in one hand.


“Okay. Here we go.”


The blade cut smoothly at first, but halfway through it caught on something inside, a staple or a butterfly clip perhaps. It began to stutter, tearing instead of slicing.


Then it was stuck.


“Crap.” Darcy pushed a little harder.


The opener moved again, but in its wake a ragged little filigree of white paper emerged from the slit.


“Smooth, Patel,” Nisha said, now standing directly behind her.


Darcy slid the contracts out. She had torn the top of the first page.


“Great. My agent’s going to think I’m a dipshit.”


“That’s eight,” Nisha said. “Why do they need all those copies, anyway?”


“I guess it’s more official that way.” Darcy checked the rest of the envelope’s contents. She hadn’t destroyed anything else. “Do you think this one counts, now that it’s ripped?”


“With a massive tear like that? Frankly, Patel, I think your whole career is canceled.”


Something sharp levered itself between two of Darcy’s ribs, as if the errant letter opener had slipped again. “Don’t even say that. And stop calling me by my last name. Our last name. It’s weird.”


“Pfft,” Nisha said to this. She developed new verbal tics about once a week, which was often useful. The protagonist of Afterworlds had borrowed a lot of her eccentric cursing. “Just put some tape on it.”


Darcy sighed, sliding open her desk drawer. A moment later, the contract was taped together, but somehow it looked even more pathetic now. Like a fifth grader’s art project: My PubLisHing ContRact.


“It doesn’t even seem real anymore.”


“It’s a disaster!” Nisha fell backward on Darcy’s bed, bouncing in her death throes and pulling the blankets askew. People were always saying how much older Nisha seemed than her fourteen years. If only they knew the truth.


“None of this seems real,” Darcy said softly, staring at the torn contract.


Nisha sat up. “You know why that is, Patel? Because you haven’t told them yet.”


“I will. After graduation next week.” Or maybe later, whenever Oberlin’s deferral deadline was.


“No, now. Right after you drop those contracts in the mail.”


“Today?” The thought of her parents’ reaction sent a cold trickle down Darcy’s spine.


“Yes. Telling them is what makes all of this real. Until then, you’re just some little kid daydreaming about being a famous writer.”


Darcy stared at her sister. “You remember I’m older than you, right?”


“So act like it.”


“But they might say no.”


“They can’t. You’re eighteen. That’s, like, an adult.”


A laugh erupted out of Darcy, and Nisha joined in. The idea of the elder Patels recognizing their children’s independence at eighteen—or any age—was hilarious.


“Don’t worry about them,” Nisha said once they’d recovered. “I have a plan.”


“Which is?”


“Secret.” A crafty smile settled onto Nisha’s face, which was about as reassuring as the shredded contract.


It wasn’t only her parents’ reaction that was making Darcy nervous. There was something terrifying about her plans, something absurd, as if she’d decided to become an astronaut or a rock star.


“Do you think I’m crazy, wanting to do this?”


Nisha shrugged. “If you want to be a writer, you should do it now. Like you keep saying, Afterworlds could tank and no one will ever publish you again.”


“I only said that once.” Darcy sighed. “But thanks for reminding me.”


“You’re welcome, Patel. But look—that’s a binding legal contract. Until your book officially bombs, you’re a real novelist! So would you rather blow all that money as a writer in New York City? Or as some freshman churning out essays about dead white guys?”


Darcy dropped her gaze to the torn contract. Maybe it had ripped because she wanted this too much. Maybe her hand would always slip at the last moment, tearing what she desired most. But somehow the contract was beautiful, even in its damaged state. Right there on the first page, it defined her, Darcy Patel, as “The Author.” You couldn’t get much realer than that.


“I’d rather be a writer than a freshman,” she said.


“Then you have to tell the elder Patels—after those are in the mailbox.”


Darcy looked at the return envelope and wondered if the Underbridge Literary Agency provided stamps for all its authors, or only the teenage ones. But at least it made sending off the contract as easy as walking to the corner, which took less effort than resisting Nisha. If her little sister had a plan, there would be no respite without compliance.


“Okay. At lunch.”


Darcy lifted her favorite pen, and signed her name four times.


*  *  *


“I’ve got something to tell you guys,” she said. “But don’t get upset.”


The expressions around the table—including Nisha’s—made Darcy wonder if she should have started differently. Her father had paused in midbite, and Annika Patel was staring wide-eyed.


Lunch was leftovers from takeout the night before—fried red peppers, chickpeas cooked with tamarind, all of it swimming in garam masala and served straight from the styrofoam containers. Not an auspicious setting for important announcements.


“The thing is, I want to defer college for a year.”


“What?” her mother asked. “Why on earth?”


“Because I have responsibilities.” This line had sounded better in her head. “I need to do the rewrites for Afterworlds, and write a sequel.”


“But . . .” Her mother paused, and the elder Patels shared a look.


“Working on books isn’t going to take all your time,” her father said. “You wrote your first one in a month, didn’t you? And that didn’t interfere with your studies.”


“It almost killed me!” Darcy said. She’d dreaded coming home some days last November, because she knew that two thousand words of novel awaited her, on top of homework, college application essays, and studying for the SATs. “Besides, I didn’t write a book in a month. I wrote a draft.”


Her parents just stared at her.


“There’s no good writing, only good rewriting,” she quoted, not quite certain who’d said it first. “Everyone says this is the hard part, turning my draft into a real novel. According to the contract, I have until September to turn in a final draft. That’s four whole months, so they must think revisions are pretty important.”


“I’m sure they are. But September is when college starts,” Annika Patel said, all smiles. “So there’s no conflict, is there?”


“Right,” Darcy sighed. “Except once I finish Afterworlds, I have to write the sequel, and then revise that. And my agent says that I should be promoting myself already!”


Nisha held up both hands, her fingers silently indicating nine “my agents.”


“Darcy,” her father said. “You know we’ve always supported your creativity. But wasn’t the main reason for writing the novel so you could put it on your college applications?”


“No!” Darcy cried. “Where did you get that idea?”


Annika Patel placed her palms together, as if praying for quiet. When she had everyone’s attention, her look of long suffering softened into a sly smile.


“Is this because you’re afraid of leaving home? I know that Ohio seems a long way away, but you can call us anytime.”


“Oh,” Darcy said, realizing that her announcement was incomplete. “I’m not staying here. I’m moving to New York.”


In the silence that followed, all Darcy could hear was Nisha chewing on a samosa. She wished that her little sister would at least try not to look so amused.


“New York City?” their mother finally asked.


“I want to be a writer, and that’s where publishing is.”


Annika Patel let out a slow, exasperated sigh. “You haven’t even let us read this book, Darcy. And now you want to give up college for this . . . dream.”


“I’m not giving it up, Mom, just deferring it for a year.” The right words finally came to her. “A year of studying the publishing industry. Learning all about it from the inside! Can you imagine what that would look like on a college application?” Darcy waved her hands. “I mean, except I won’t need to apply again, because I’m only deferring.”


Her voice took on a guilty quaver at the end. According to the Oberlin student manual, deferment was allowed only under “exceptional circumstances,” and the definition of “exceptional” was up to the school. They could say no, and then she’d have to start all over.


But being under contract to write a novel was pretty exceptional, wasn’t it?


“I don’t know about this, Darcy.” Her father shook his head. “First you don’t apply to any universities in India, and then—”


“I’d never get into a good school in India! Even Sagan couldn’t, and he’s a math genius.” Darcy turned to her mother, who actually read novels. “You guys thought it was awesome when my book sold.”


“Of course it’s wonderful.” Annika Patel shook her head. “Even if you won’t let us read it.”


“Just until I do the rewrites.”


“That’s up to you,” her mother said. “But you can’t expect every novel you write to make this tremendous amount of money. You have to be practical. You’ve never lived alone, or paid your own bills, or made your own food. . . .”


Darcy didn’t trust herself to speak. Her eyes stung, and her throat was tight. Nisha had been right—now that she’d uttered her dream aloud to her parents, it had become real. Too real to lose.


But at the same time countless other things had become real, all the nuts and bolts of food and shelter. Darcy had never even done her own laundry.


She looked pleadingly at her little sister. Nisha placed her fork down with a little tap, just loud enough.


“I was thinking,” she said as everyone turned to her. “Moneywise, it might be better if Darcy takes a year off.”


No one said anything, and Nisha played the silence for a moment.


“I was looking at Oberlin’s financial aid forms. And of course the main thing they ask is what the parents earn. But there’s another place where they ask for the student’s income. Turns out, whatever Darcy makes comes straight off the top of any aid they offer.”


Still no one spoke, and Nisha nodded slowly to herself, as if she were realizing all this just now.


“Darcy’s going to make more than a hundred grand this year, just by signing that contract. So if she starts college now, she won’t get any financial aid at all.”


“Oh,” Darcy said. Her two-book advance was about the size of a four-year education. By the time she’d finished college, every penny would be gone.


“Well, that doesn’t seem fair,” her father said. “I mean, maybe there’s a way to change the contract and delay the—”


“Too late,” Darcy said, marveling at her little sister’s deviousness. “Already signed and mailed it.”


Her parents were staring at each other now, communing in some unspoken parental way, which meant that they would discuss the matter in private, later. Which meant that Nisha had opened the door a tiny crack.


Now was the time to seal the deal.


“New York’s a lot closer than Oberlin,” Darcy said. “I’ll only be a train ride away, and Aunt Lalana lives there, and there’s a much bigger Gujarati community than in—”


Annika Patel raised her hand, and Darcy stammered to a halt on the word “Ohio.” Maybe it was best to save a few arguments for later, in case this battle went to round two.


But already something momentous had happened here at this table. Darcy could feel her course in life, which had been set so determinedly since she was a little girl, bending toward a new trajectory. She had changed the arc of her own story, merely by typing a couple of thousand words each day for thirty days.


And the taste of that power, the power of her own words, made her hungrier.


Darcy didn’t want this interruption to last only a year. She wanted to see how long she could stretch this feeling out. To be dizzy with words again, like in that glorious week at the end of last November when everything had fallen into place. Darcy wanted that feeling not just for a year.


She wanted it forever.





CHAPTER 4



WHEN MY EYES OPENED, EVERYTHING was wrong.


My head hurt from having fallen to the floor. I touched my hand to my brow and felt the stickiness of blood. I was too dizzy to stand, but managed to sit up.


Beneath me was an expanse of gray tile, just like the airport floor, but everything else had disappeared. I seemed to be sitting in the midst of a formless gray cloud. All I could see were shadows, wisps of motion in the fog.


Hitting my head had done something to my senses. The light filtering through the mist was cold and hard, and there were no colors, only grays. A roaring sound echoed in my ears, like rain on a metal roof. The air tasted flat and metallic. My body felt numb, as if the darkness I’d fallen through had left me chilled.


Where the hell was I?


A dark shape flickered in the corner of my vision. But when I turned my head, it vanished back into the mist.


“Hello?” I tried to call, but could barely squeeze the word out. Then I realized why—I hadn’t taken a single breath since waking up. My lungs were like the rest of my body, filled with cold black ink.


I sucked in a startled gasp, my body starting up like an old car, in jerks and shudders. A few shallow breaths forced themselves into me. I shut my eyes, concentrating on breathing . . . on being alive.


When I opened them again, a girl stood in front of me.


She was about thirteen, with large, curious eyes that met my gaze. She wore a skirt that fell to the floor, a sleeveless top, and a scarf across one shoulder—all of it gray. Her face was gray too, as if she were a pencil drawing come to life.


I drew a careful breath before speaking.


“Where am I?”


She raised an eyebrow. “You can see me?”


I didn’t answer. In that billowing cloud, she was the only thing I could see.


“You’ve crossed over,” the girl said, stepping a little closer. Her eyes focused on my forehead. “But you’re still bleeding.”


My fingers went to my brow. “I hit my head.”


“So you’d look dead to them. Clever girl.” She spoke with an accent that I couldn’t recognize at first. And though I could understand her words, what the girl was saying made no sense. “You’re shiny. You thought your way here, didn’t you?”


“Here? Where am I?”


She frowned. “Maybe not so clever after all. You’re in the afterworld, my dear.”


For a moment it was like falling again, the floor dropping out from under me. The distant rumbling sound grew louder in my ears.


“Are you saying . . . I’m dead?”


She glanced up at my forehead again. “The dead don’t bleed.”


I blinked, not knowing what to say.


“It’s very simple.” She spoke carefully, as if explaining something to a child. “You willed your way here. My brother is just like you.”


I shook my head. Anger was rising up in me, along with the certainty that she was trying to be confusing.


But before I could say something rude, an awful sound came through the mist.


Squeak, squeak . . . tennis shoes on the tile floor.


I spun around, staring into the formless gray. “It’s him!”


“Stay calm.” The girl stepped forward to take my hand. Her fingers were cold, and their iciness flowed into me, stilling my panic. “It isn’t safe yet.”


“But he’s . . .” Squeak, squeak.


I faced the sound as he emerged from the cloud—the gunman who’d shot at me. He looked even more hideous now, with a gas mask hiding his face. He was coming straight toward us.


“No,” I said.


The girl took my shoulder. “Don’t move.”


Frozen by her command, I expected the terrorist to raise his gun and fire. But he walked past us—through us, as if we were smoke and mist.


I turned and watched him recede into the cloud. His passage swirled the gray behind him, clearing a column of air. I saw plastic chairs and television screens and bodies lying on the floor.


“This is the airport,” I murmured.


The girl frowned. “Of course it is.”


“But why—”


Inside the swirling clouds something flashed, a metal cylinder clattering along the floor toward us. The size of a soft drink can, it rolled to a stop a few yards away, spinning and hissing, spraying more smoke into the air. In seconds the clear passage that the gunman had created filled with mist again.


“Tear gas,” I murmured. This wasn’t heaven. It was a battle zone.


Security is responding, the woman on the phone had said. I finally realized that the roaring sound was gunfire, muted by distance or whatever had gone wrong with my senses.


“Don’t worry,” the girl said. “Nothing can hurt you here.”


I turned to her. “Where’s here? None of this makes sense!”


“Try to pay attention,” she said, exasperated now. “You’ve thought your way into the afterworld, and if you go back to reality, you’ll be shot. So stay calm!”


I stared at her, unable to speak or move or think. It was all too much.


She sighed. “Just wait here. I’ll get my brother.”


*  *  *


I was afraid to move after she left.


The mist—or tear gas, I suppose—would clear now and then, and I could see bodies around me. Their clothes and faces were gray, like the rest of the world. Everything was leached of color, except for my own hands and the red blood I’d wiped away from my eyes.


Wherever this was, I didn’t belong here. I was too alive.


It was long minutes of waiting before another shape loomed out of the mist—a boy my age. I could see the resemblance to his sister, except that his skin wasn’t gray like hers. It was as brown as mine at the end of a long summer at the beach, and jet-black hair fell just above his shoulders. He wore a silk shirt that rippled like a dark liquid across his skin.


Even in that awful moment, I could see that he was beautiful. He shone somehow, as if sunlight were breaking through the mist, just for him. He was one of those boys with a perfect jaw, who looks stunning when he’s clean shaven, but just that little bit more handsome with the barest shadow of stubble.


“Don’t be afraid,” he said.


I tried to answer, but my mouth was dry.


“My name is Yamaraj,” he said. “I can help you.”


He had the same accent as his sister—from India, I thought, with a touch of England. His words came out precisely, like someone who’d learned English in a classroom.


“I’m Lizzie,” I managed.


He looked puzzled a moment. “Short for Elizabeth?”


I just stared at him. It was such a strange thing to say.


Something flashed in the corner of my eye—another man, running fast, ducking and weaving as he went. He wore a gas mask, a black uniform, and a bulletproof vest. He must have been one of the good guys, but at that moment he looked like a monster.


Yamaraj put his hand on my arm. “This is almost over. I’ll take you someplace safe.”


“Please,” I said as he turned me away from the muted roar of gunfire.


But then I saw what was ahead of us—the metal gate that had doomed us all. A dozen bodies lay at its foot, still and silent. One woman had her arm flung across a child. Another man’s fingers were bloody from clawing at the unyielding steel.


I froze. “This is where they caught us!”


“Close your eyes, Elizabeth.” His voice had a quiet intensity that forced me to obey, and he led me gently forward. “Don’t worry,” he kept saying. “The overworld can’t hurt you if you stay calm.”


I wasn’t calm at all. But my panic was like a poisonous snake at a zoo, staring at me from the other side of thick glass. Only Yamaraj’s touch on my arm kept the glass from shattering. His skin seemed to burn against mine.


With every blind step forward I expected to feel a body underfoot, or to slip on blood, but there was only a slight tugging on my clothes, as if we were walking through brambles.


“We’re safe now,” Yamaraj finally said, and I opened my eyes again.


We were in another part of the airport, where rows of plastic chairs faced the sealed-up doors of boarding gates. Televisions were mounted on the walls, their screens blank. Sliding walkways moved between glass barriers, empty.


The light was just as hard and cold here, and everything still gray, except for Yamaraj, shining and brown. But the tear gas was only wisps and haze around us.


I turned to stare back the way we’d come. The gate was in the distance, the fallen bodies on the other side.


“We walked through that?” I asked.


“Don’t look back. It’s important that you stay—”


“Calm. I get it!” Nothing makes me more annoyed than someone telling me to stay calm. But the fact that I could snap at him meant that I was coming out of shock.


My anger sputtered when I turned to face Yamaraj. His gaze was so steady, and the glint in his brown eyes softened the hard light around us. He was the only thing in this world that wasn’t gray and cold.


“You’re still bleeding.” He grasped the tail of his shirt with both hands, and with a sharp movement ripped a piece away. When he pressed it against my forehead, I could feel the warmth of his hand through the silk.


My mind steadied a little. The dead don’t bleed. I wasn’t dead.


“That girl who found me, she’s your sister?”


“Yes. Her name is Yami.”


“She said some weird stuff.”


A smile touched his lips. “Yami is unhelpful sometimes. You must have questions.”


I had a hundred, but they all boiled down to one.


“What’s happening?”


Yamaraj looked past me. “A war, perhaps?”


I frowned. This boy wasn’t from around here. “Um, this isn’t a war. It’s some kind of terrorist attack. But what I meant was . . . I’m not dead, am I?”


His eyes met mine. “You’re alive, Lizzie. Just hurt and scared.”


“But those other people, they shot them all.”


He nodded. “You’re the only one left. I’m sorry.”


I pulled away from him, stumbling a few steps back and sinking into one of the plastic chairs.


“Were you traveling with someone?” he asked softly.


I shook my head, thinking how my best friend Jamie had almost come to New York with me. She might have been lying there with the rest. . . .


Yamaraj settled on the arm of the chair next to mine, pressing the torn piece of shirt against my forehead again. My sanity was clinging to the simple fact that someone was taking care of me.


My hand clasped his.


“Do you remember what happened?” he asked softly. “How you crossed over?”


“We tried to run away.” My voice faltered, and it took a few slow breaths to continue. “But the gate was locked, and one of those men was coming toward us, shooting everyone. I called 911, and the woman on the phone said I should play dead.”


“Ah. You played too well.”


I closed my eyes and opened them again—same airport, same plastic chairs and blank televisions. But everything looked wrong, like when a hotel elevator opens on a new floor, and the carpet and furniture and potted plants are the same, but different.


“This isn’t really the airport, is it?”


“Not quite. This is where the dead walk—beneath the surface of things. You thought your way here.”


I remembered lying there playing dead, that feeling of falling through the floor. “A man walked through me and your sister. Because we’re . . . ghosts.”


“Yami is. She died a long time ago.” Yamaraj lowered the cloth and peered at my forehead. “But you and I are something else.”


“What do you mean?”


“We’re . . .” He stared at me a moment, an expression of longing on his face, and I was transfixed again at how beautiful he was. But then he shook his head. “You should forget this ever happened.”


I didn’t answer, looking down at my hands, at the familiar whorls on my palms and fingertips. My skin had the same shine as Yamaraj’s, but it was still me. I felt the way my tongue slid along my teeth, and swallowed the taste of my own mouth. Everything was perfect in detail, even the way my feet felt in my sneakers.


I looked up into his brown eyes. “But this is real.”


“Some part of you knows that, for now. But once you’re safe in your own home, you can put it out of your mind, like a dream.” He said it softly, with a kind of knowing sadness, but to me it sounded like a challenge.


“Are you saying I’ll be too afraid to believe this happened?”


Yamaraj shook his head. “It’s not about courage, Lizzie. It’s about the world making sense. You may not even remember the attack, much less me and Yami.”


“You think I’ll forget this?”


“I hope so.”


Part of me wanted to agree with this beautiful boy, to let everything I’d seen fall into some dark hole of memory. But for a moment my mind went back to when my father left home. My mother lied to me for the first few months, saying he was just working in New York, that he was coming back soon. And when she finally told me the truth, I was angrier at myself than at my parents, because I should have figured it out on my own.


Hiding from the truth was worse than being lied to.


“I’m not very good at fooling myself,” I said.


“Believing won’t be easy either.”


Something like a laugh pushed its way out of me. “You think things are going to be easy? After this?”


The look of longing crossed his face again, but then he shook his head. “I hope you’re wrong, Lizzie. Believing isn’t just hard, it’s dangerous. Doing what you’ve done, crossing over, can change you in ways you don’t want.”


“What does that even—” I began, but Yamaraj was staring past me, beyond the metal gate. I turned, and saw something that made the inky cold rise up in me again.


Walking through the mist were dozens of people—eighty-seven, as the news kept repeating later—their faces gray, their clothing torn by bullets. They shuffled together in a mass, crowding around Yami, as if they all wanted to be close to her. They didn’t touch one another, except for one little girl holding both her parents’ hands. She was staring at me, her expression clearly wondering, Why does that girl get to stay?


Yami knelt and touched the tile floor, and a darkness began to spread out from her, as if some slow black liquid were bubbling out of her hand. The dead people looked down at their feet. And then they began to sink. . . .


A bitter taste rose in my mouth. “This isn’t fair.”


“Close your eyes,” Yamaraj said.


My heartbeat pounded in my wounded head, and the world started to shift around me, normal colors shimmering through soft gray. The mass of ghosts flickered for a moment, transparent, and through them I could see the flash of gunfire. The hideous roar grew sharper in my ears.


Yamaraj grasped my hand. “Stay with me here. Just a little longer.”


I shut my eyes, but only for a moment, willing my heartbeat slower. When I looked again, the gray world had steadied, and I could see the crowd of ghosts perfectly, Yami at its center.


“Where’s she taking them?”


“Somewhere safe.” He squeezed my hand again. “We’re here to guide the dead. It’s okay.”


“It’s not okay!” I pulled my hand from his, my voice breaking. A single teardrop squeezed from my left eye. “Those men with guns . . . they had no right.”


Suddenly the thick glass between me and my panic was gone, shattered by anger. I could smell blood and gun smoke, and an acid scent that made the back of my throat tickle. The real colors of the airport were bleeding into the grays around us.


“Something’s happening,” I tried to say, but my throat closed on the words. The air itself had begun to burn my eyes and skin. As my grasp on the afterworld failed, the gas was leaking through to me. I could feel my cheek burning where the single tear had squeezed out.


Yamaraj stood up. “I have to take you back.”


He took my hands in his, which suddenly weren’t warm and living anymore. I felt a coldness rushing into me. I realized that he wasn’t taking me back to the real world, but to the dark place I’d passed through while playing dead.


“Wait,” I tried to say.


“It isn’t safe here, Lizzie.”


I tried to protest, but my lungs stilled once more. My eyelids fluttered closed, and I felt myself falling away, spiraling back down toward the silence.


I’m dead again. I’m dead.


I had a vague sense of Yamaraj lifting me from the airport chair and carrying me back the way we’d come. I could see and hear nothing, but felt him watching over me.


Finally, a long time later, he whispered in my ear.


“Believing is dangerous, Lizzie. But if you need me, call me. I’ll be there.”


His lips pressed against mine, and a wave of heat flooded into me. Not only warmth, but energy, a force that stirred every muscle in my body. The cold inside me turned sharp and buzzing. Electricity coursed through my nerves and across my skin.


The heat built, pushing against my heart and lungs, the power of it coiling around me and squeezing tight. My eyes sprang open, but there was only darkness rushing past me, and then something sharp and jagged burst from my lungs . . .


I was breathing, coughing and sputtering, spasming on cold hard ground. There were spinning lights in all directions—the metal flash of badges, the dull glint of body armor.


I was lying on the sidewalk outside the airport. Fluttering yellow tape marked off the sidewalk around me, a corral of motionless bodies under white plastic sheets. Red and blue lights pulsed from every vehicle, sending shadows swinging, as if the bodies were twitching beneath their covers.


There was so much color in the world, everything bright and alive. The crackle and hiss of radios electrified the air.


I became aware of people suddenly gaping at me—two paramedics, a police officer with a hand on his holstered gun and terror in his eyes. A plastic sheet was wrapped tight around me, its edges fluttering in the freezing wind, and I wanted to yell at them to set me free. But it was all I could do to keep breathing, to keep that fire that Yamaraj had relit inside me burning.


I was alive.





CHAPTER 5


MOXIE UNDERBRIDGE LIVED IN A tall and curvaceous tower on the south side of Astor Place. The neighborhood was full of weathered colonnades and arched windows, but Moxie’s building was shiny-new and wrapped in sinuous reflective glass. The mirrored checkerboard of its windows divided the sky overhead into a pack of blue-and-white playing cards.


“This looks fancy,” Nisha said to Darcy.


“It should be fancy,” said their mother. “If that woman is putting my daughter here.”


“Moxie isn’t putting me here. She’s letting me borrow it.” Darcy muttered this softly enough that a passing taxi swept her words away. In two weeks she would be moving into her own apartment, which would no way be this fancy—or secure. Best not to start her mother thinking about that.


The lobby was even more impressive, with an arched marble ceiling and a chandelier with electric bulbs that flickered like tiny gas lamps. Before Darcy could open her mouth, the uniformed doorman said, “You must be Miss Patel.”


Moxie had told the building management Darcy was coming, of course, and how many young Indian girls strolled into this building every day? But it was still intimidatingly efficient.


“Yes, she is,” her mother said when Darcy was too slow answering.


The doorman nodded. “I understand you already have the keys, Miss Patel?”


Darcy nodded back at him, her fingers dipping into the outside pocket of her laptop case. The arrival of Moxie’s keys a week ago had reignited the whole college deferment battle with her parents, and Darcy had hidden them beneath her mattress, half fearing that her mother would steal them.


“You two go ahead.” Annika Patel flicked a hand at the elevators. “I’ll wait here. Who knows how long it’ll take your father to find a parking spot!”


Darcy blinked. Were they actually being allowed to go up alone?


Nisha grabbed her hand and pulled her forward.


*  *  *


At Darcy’s first hesitation with the keys, Nisha snatched them away and made short work of Moxie’s two dead bolt locks. She strode through the door, kicking off her shoes with a victorious smirk. Darcy followed, slightly miffed that her little sister had crossed the threshold first.


The foyer spilled down a few steps into the living room, where sunlight filtered through a curtain that snaked along the floor-to-ceiling windows. Nisha took hold of one end and slid the curtain along its runners, the nineteenth-story view spilling open in her wake.


“Be careful with . . .” Darcy swallowed the rest of her warning. This would be her apartment for two whole weeks, but Nisha was driving back to Philly with their parents in a couple of hours. It was only fair to let her enjoy it. It was strange to think that tonight, her little sister wouldn’t be a few footsteps or a shout away.


As the serpentine expanse of glass drew open, the city seemed to wrap around them: rooftop gardens with stunted trees in pots, water towers like chunky flying saucers, the spires of distant skyscrapers.


Nisha stared wide-eyed at the view. “Holy crapstick. Your agent must be loaded.”


“My agent is kick-ass,” Darcy said softly, slipping off her shoes and setting her laptop case on the couch.


“That’s number eleven!” Nisha didn’t turn from the view. “You owe me a dollar, Patel.”


Darcy smiled. “Money well spent.”


“Why the hell does your agent go on vacation? It’s so awesome here.”


“It’s probably nice on the French Riviera too.” Darcy was fairly certain of that, but Nisha’s point stood. How could Moxie stand to leave this view behind?


“The French Riviera,” Nisha said slowly, as if all three words were new to her. “Agents make more than authors, don’t they?”


“Um, I think that depends.”


“Well, she gets fifteen percent of your money, right?”


“Yes,” Darcy sighed. She’d already had this discussion with Dad, who’d offered to negotiate the contract himself for a mere 2 percent of the advance. He was good at missing the point that way.


“And how many clients does she have?”


“Maybe thirty?” While writing her query letter, Darcy had dutifully googled them all. “Thirty-five?”


“Damn!” Nisha turned from the window, triumphant. “Fifteen percent is a seventh of a hundred percent, and a seventh of thirty-five is five. So Moxie makes about five times as much as her average author.”


“I guess.” Darcy was pretty sure that Nisha was missing something too. “But I think most writers make, like, zero dollars most years. Not that you should tell the parentals that.”


“My lips are sealed.” Nisha smiled. “But forget writing. When I grow up I’m going to be an agent.”


A squawk came from another room, and Nisha jumped up onto the big living room couch. “What the hell!”


“Relax,” Darcy said, remembering the email from Max, Moxie’s personal assistant. “That’s Sodapop. He’s a parrot.”


“Your agent has a parrot?”


The squawk had come from an open door, which led into a room crowded with a huge bed, a duo of oak valets heaped with clothes, and a covered birdcage the size of a gas station pump.


Max usually fed Sodapop while Moxie was away, but it would be Darcy’s job for the next two weeks. She approached the cage, and heard a feathery shuffling from inside.


She reached up and pulled the cover off. A brilliant blue bird with streaks of yellow and red in its tail gave her a cockeyed stare.


“Hello?” Darcy said.


“Want a cracker?” Nisha said from the doorway.


“Let’s try to avoid clichés.” Darcy held the bird’s stare. “Do you talk?”


“Birds don’t talk,” the parrot said.


Nisha shook her head. “That’s fucked-up.”


“Don’t teach my agent’s parrot to swear.”


“Two dollars.”


“Whatever.” Darcy turned to survey the rest of the room. A half-open sliding door revealed a large black marble tub, and another door stood closed. She crossed to open it and peeked inside. “Oh, my god.”


“What is it, Patel?” Nisha was headed across the room. “Porn stash? Author dungeon?”


“No. It’s a . . .” Darcy tried to wrap her head around the space. “I think it’s a closet.”


It was as large as her parents’ bedroom at home. Two poles stretched from wall to wall on either side, bowed under the weight of dresses in plastic covers and suit jackets with tissue paper stuffed into their sleeves. Directly across from the door were ranks of glass-fronted drawers, with a bank of cubbyholes along the bottom stuffed full of shoes.


Darcy walked into the closet, peering through the little glass windows into the drawers. Each held exactly three shirts, neatly folded and with a white curl of cardboard keeping their collars stiff.


“Whoa,” came Nisha’s voice from the closet door.


“Look at these drawers,” Darcy said, close enough to fog the glass. “You can see what’s inside before you open them!”


She pulled on a handle, and the shirts rolled out with the shush of hidden little wheels. When she pushed, the drawer drifted slowly closed, pausing for a moment before shutting, as if an invisible hand guided its passage.


Darcy opened and closed the drawer again. The sound had the metal fizzle of ball bearings, like a bicycle wheel turning free, but less clicky.


The flattest part of her first chapter was Lizzie’s father’s superfabulous apartment in New York City. Darcy had assembled it from images in catalogs and movies, but now she had a real-life model.


How would she describe a closet like this in a single sentence?


“Rewrites are going to be fun,” she murmured.


“So where are you going to put your clothes?” Nisha asked. “Looks pretty crowded in there.”


“Doesn’t matter. I only brought T-shirts.”


“Seriously, Patel?”


“That’s what Mom did when she came over. No clothes from India except jeans and T-shirts, not a single sari. She waited till she saw what Americans wore, so she could fit in.”


Nisha rolled her eyes. “New flash: New York isn’t a foreign country. Plus it’s on TV all the time, if you wanted to find out how people dress here.”


“Those are actors. I want to dress like real people,” Darcy said, but what she really meant was writers. There were swarms of them here in New York. From what she could tell, the population of Brooklyn was at least 10 percent writers. With so many in one spot, there had to be a certain look they shared, a way of dressing and standing and moving. And once her agent (my agent, she repeated to herself, because thoughts didn’t count against her total) had introduced Darcy around, she would know that look. Until then, she wasn’t going to walk around dressed like some girl from Philadelphia.


So jeans and T-shirts it was, even if the plan had appalled her mother.


“So you have to pay rent, buy furniture, and get all new clothes. Good financial planning, Patel.”


“Yeah, I was wondering.” Darcy turned to face her sister. “Maybe you could make me a budget? I mean, you’re so good at that stuff.”


“Flatterer,” Nisha said. “Twenty bucks.”


A knock came from the living room.


“You let them in.” Darcy pulled out her phone. “I want to take some notes about this closet.”


“No way.” Nisha yanked Darcy out and shut the closet door. “If they see all those clothes, they’ll know where your fifteen percent went. And Dad’ll want to do all your contracts from now on.”


“Seriously,” Darcy had to agree.


*  *  *


As Nisha opened the apartment door, she extended a hand toward the living room windows with a proprietorial air. Darcy was pleased to see her parents’ dumbstruck expressions.


“My agent lives in the sky,” she murmured, too softly to cost herself another dollar.


Her father had Darcy’s suitcase in hand, and her mother was carrying something else—a garment bag.


Darcy took a step forward, blocking her way. “Wait. What’s that?”


“I thought you might need something other than T-shirts.” The words came out in a rush, over-rehearsed.


Darcy groaned, but her mother kept talking.


“Really, Darcy. I should never have told you that story about coming from India with nothing to wear. It wasn’t by choice. We simply didn’t have money for proper clothes. And the first thing I bought here was a cocktail dress.” Annika Patel smoothed the garment bag. “I thought you would want one just like it.”


“You thought I would want a cocktail dress from 1979?”


Nisha laughed aloud at this, and even Dad cracked a smile.


“Hush, girl.” Her mother unzipped the bag and held up the dress on its hanger. It was classic, short, and black. It was kind of perfect.


Darcy stared, admitting nothing.


“What do you think?” Her mother’s eyes were alight.


“Well . . . I do have this sort of party tonight.”





CHAPTER 6



THE PARAMEDICS WRAPPED ME IN shiny silver mylar, like the weightless blankets my dad used to bring on camping trips. They knelt to shelter me from the wind, and one gave me a hot thermos to hold.


But I couldn’t stop shivering. The cold had crawled too far inside.


My lips were cracked, my muscles brittle. I couldn’t feel my feet at all. When I tried to speak, all that came out was a dry rasp. My eyes watered with the sting of tear gas.


How long had I been lying dead in that sidewalk morgue?


One of the paramedics was shouting into a radio on her shoulder, another wrapping a blood pressure cuff around my arm. As it began to inflate, I thought the pressure would shatter me into splinters. I was made of ice.


An ambulance came to a skidding halt beside us. The rear doors opened, and a gurney hit the pavement, bouncing on dirty white rubber wheels.


“Can you lie flat?” someone asked.


I was in a fetal position, curled around the thermos. My muscles refused to thaw.


“Forty over forty?” shouted the paramedic taking my blood pressure. She shook her head, starting to inflate the cuff again. “Prep an adrenaline injection.”


I tried to say no. The heat inside me was building, my body coming back to life.


On a three count, the paramedics hoisted me onto the gurney. The world spun for a moment, and then I was inside the ambulance. It was crowded and swaying as we sped out of the airport. A needle glimmered among the blinding lights, as long as an ice pick.


“In her heart,” someone said.


They peeled the mylar blankets off me. Hands grabbed my wrists, prying my arms open. I tried to roll into a ball again to protect myself. My body was full of heat now, life flooding back. My lips still burned where Yamaraj had kissed me, and I didn’t need their spike in my chest.


But the medics were stronger, and forced me flat. Someone unzipped my hoodie, and scissors pulsed cold along my belly, slicing open my T-shirt. A fist raised up over my bare chest, clutching the long needle like a knife.


“Wait!” A plastic-gloved hand slapped down over my heart. “She’s at ninety!”


“Up from forty?”


“Don’t touch me,” I managed to say.


The three paramedics in the ambulance were silent for a moment. I heard the sigh of the blood pressure cuff deflating, and felt my pulse flowing back into my arm.


“Ninety over sixty,” the woman said. “Can you understand me?”


I nodded, and tried to speak again. She leaned closer to listen.


“What time is it?” I managed.


She pulled away, frowning, but glanced at her watch. “Just after two a.m.”


“Thank you,” I said, and closed my eyes.


Two hours since the attack had started. I’d been in the afterworld for only, what, twenty minutes? The rest of that time I must have been lying outside in that makeshift morgue, my body freezing.


More than all I’d seen and heard, it was coming back to life that made me believe in the afterworld. I could feel that I’d been somewhere else. The scent of a faraway place lay on my skin. I could see Yamaraj perfectly in my mind, and his taste lingered on my lips.


On the way to the hospital, one of the paramedics kept saying he was sorry, over and over. A strange calm had wrapped itself around me, but the paramedic sounded like a man in shock.


“What are you sorry for?” I finally croaked. My mouth was so dry.


“I’m the one who called you.”


I just stared at him.


“I couldn’t find a pulse. Your head wound didn’t look bad, but you had no respiration, no pupil response. You were so cold!” His voice grew ragged. “You looked too young for cardiac arrest, but I thought maybe you’d passed out on your back and the tear gas had made you vomit and . . .”


I finally understood. He was the one who had proclaimed me dead.


“Where did you find me?”


He blinked. “In the airport, with the other bodies. Everyone thought you were dead.”


“It’s okay,” I told him softly. “I think you were right.”


He stared at me, terror in his eyes. Maybe he thought I was going to sue him, or that someone would revoke his license over this.


Or maybe he believed me.


*  *  *


At the hospital there were beds lined up, a squad of doctors and interns waiting for the flood of wounded. But, as everyone soon realized, there was only one survivor. Just me, out of all those people.


By the time they rolled me into an examining room, I could sit up. My blood pressure and body temperature were normal, my pulse steady, and the blue tinge of hypothermia had faded from my skin.


Shudders kept rolling through me, but after the doctor put six stitches in my forehead, he declared that I didn’t need anything but fluids. He was most confused by how little the tear gas had affected me. Nothing but an inflammation on one cheek, where that single tear had somehow burned my skin.


The paramedic who’d pronounced me dead brought a cup of hot water and lemon to me. Then there was a call that casualties were coming in, and for a few minutes I was left alone. It was a car accident, I think, nothing to do with the airport, but the staff was keyed up by the news blaring from a radio. People in scrubs hurried past my door.


I blew on my hot water, blinking at the antiseptic whiteness of everything. It was so noisy back here in reality, buzzing and chaotic. The paper cover on the bed crinkled. A black plastic widget clipped to my fingertip transmitted my vitals to a small screen, where they pulsed in colored lights.


Exhaustion was creeping over me, but I was too wired to sleep. Besides, on this narrow bed with its slippery paper cover, I’d probably roll off onto the floor.


I wondered if anyone had called my mother and told her I was alive. They hadn’t even asked my full name yet.


My hand went to my pocket. But my phone was gone. Of course, I’d dropped it. I sighed and zipped my hoodie closed over my sliced T-shirt. At least no one had put me in a hospital robe. Maybe they would just let me leave.


I had no ride, of course, or much cash, and my luggage was back on the plane. . . . My mind spun away from everything that had happened back at the airport, and focused on how annoying it was to have no phone.


“Fucking terrorists,” I said softly.


“You shouldn’t say that word.”


I looked up. There was a young boy in the doorway, maybe ten years old. He wore a red plastic raincoat, glossy and wet.


“Sorry,” I said.


“It’s okay.” He took my apology as permission to step into the room. “I’m not supposed to tell grown-ups what not to say. Even if they use bad words. Are you a grown-up?”


“Only sort of. But compared to you, yeah.”


“Okay.” He nodded once. “I’m Tom.”


“I’m Lizzie.” My head felt heavy again. Terrorists, the afterworld, doctors, and now this little kid. No one wanted to let me sleep.


His raincoat was dripping water on the floor.


“Is it raining?”


“No. But it was.”


“Right,” I said. But it hadn’t been, and it was freezing out, too cold for anything but snow. Tom’s bare legs showed beneath the hem of his raincoat.


“When was it raining?” I asked.


“When the car hit me,” Tom said.


I felt a sliver of the cold that Yamaraj’s kiss had forced out of me, like a cool finger sliding down the middle of my back. The hospital seemed to go still outside my room, as if the sound had been sucked up by something thirsty for noise and clatter and life.


I closed my eyes, but opened them again instantly. Tom was still there, looking at me funny.


“Are you okay, Lizzie?”


“I don’t know. I died tonight, I think.”


“Don’t worry. It only hurts at first.” He frowned at me. “But you look shiny, like the nice lady who comes.”


“The nice lady?”


“The one who’s not dead. She’s my friend.”


“Oh.” My own voice was distant in my ears, as if I’d already fallen asleep and this was someone else’s conversation leaking into my dreams.


“She comes every week to talk to me.” Tom reached into his pocket and pulled out something soggy. “Want some gum?”


“No thanks.” I could hear my heart beating a little faster, thanks to the machines by my bed.


I was shiny, like Yamaraj. And this woman who visited ghosts.


“Listen, Tom. Tonight was really weird. I’m kind of tired.”


“Okay,” he said. “I’m going to go now. But get well soon!”


“Thanks. You too . . . I guess.”


Tom turned and walked back out into the hall, turning to wave at me.


“Bye, Lizzie.”


“Bye, Tom.” I let my eyes close again, counting out ten long breaths until the beep that was tracking my heartbeat steadied a little.


When I looked again, he was gone, and the bustle of the hospital had returned. People in blue and green scrubs went past the doorway, no one looking in on me.


I pulled the black plastic clip from my finger, slipped from the bed, and took a few steps to the door. I sank to my knees to place a palm flat on the spot where Tom had stood.


The hospital floor was cool and gleaming, but completely dry.


“Oh dear. What are we up to in here?” came a voice from the hall.


I looked up. It was one of the nurses who’d brought me to the room. He knelt and took my wrist gently, feeling for my pulse.


“Did you get dizzy?”


“No,” I said. “I was just checking something.”


“Down here on the floor?” His big hands took my shoulders. “What say we get you back to bed?”


I stood up on my own, and he gave me an encouraging smile.


“I just thought it was wet there, and someone would slip.”


He looked at the floor. “Looks okay to me. Why don’t you lie down, sweetie?”


“Of course.” I lay back obediently, but his hand stayed on my elbow.


“I’m going to get Dr. Gavaskar now. Are you going to stay here in bed?”


“I don’t think anyone called my mom,” I said. “She must have heard on the news. She must be freaking out!”


“I think the airline and TSA are contacting relatives. But how old are you?”


“Seventeen.”


His eyes widened a little. “I’ll get you a phone. Just sit tight.”


“Thank you.”


He disappeared into the corridor, and I was left alone with the beeping of my heartbeat again. I decided that there was no need to tell him—or anyone—about Tom. My resolve to stay quiet on the subject of ghosts and afterworlds remained firm that night, through conversations with Dr. Gavaskar, a relentlessly nice woman from the airline, and two field agents from the FBI.


My mother arrived four hours later, and I didn’t have to say anything to her at all. She just held me while I cried.





CHAPTER 7


MAX, MOXIE UNDERBRIDGE’S ASSISTANT, CAME to collect Darcy for YA Drinks Night at exactly six that evening.


Darcy had been ready since five, which wasn’t like her. But the little black dress demanded makeup, which she’d never worn often enough to get any good at. Usually after her first attempt, Darcy had to start over completely. But today’s ventures at the mirror had gone perfectly, leaving her fidgeting for a solid hour, afraid to touch her own face.


It would have been easier to wear jeans and her fancy black silk T-shirt, with no makeup, like she’d planned. When Max arrived, he was in chinos and a Thundercats pullover.


“Am I too dressed up?” Darcy asked as they rode the elevator down.


“You look great!” Max eyed her up and down. “But Drinks Night isn’t what you’d call a party. It’s just a thing Oscar does every month.”


“And I’m really invited?”


“Anyone with a published YA novel is.”


“Oh,” Darcy said, wondering if Afterworlds really counted as published. It wouldn’t come out until late next September, almost two years after she’d finished it. Didn’t “published” mean your book was actually in stores? Or did it just mean you’d sold it to a publisher? What if you’d signed a contract but hadn’t written a word?


The elevator doors opened, and a moment later they were outside, Max leading the way. The sky had turned a watery blue overhead. The sun was low and the streets in shadow. The heat of late afternoon was cooking up a thickish smell from the sidewalks, as if the city had worked hard all day and needed a shower.


Darcy tried to memorize the storefronts passing by, so she’d know the way home. An organic coffee place, a small theater, a bicycle repair shop.


“Are you online yet?” Max asked.


“Um, I have this Tumblr. But I don’t update it enough. I don’t know what to say, really.”


He laughed. “I meant, did you get online at Moxie’s?”


“Oh, sorry. Not yet.”


“It’s You_Suck_at_Writing.”


Something twisted inside Darcy. “Pardon me?”


“Moxie’s wifi network is You_Suck_at_Writing, with underscores. The password’s ‘DearGenius,’ no space. You found the note on her desk, right?”


“Yeah, I guess.” Darcy took a few slow breaths while the echoes of alarm faded. She’d seen a handwritten page pinned beneath a flickering white blobject on Moxie’s desk, but Darcy hadn’t even cracked open her laptop yet. After the family’s tearful farewells, she’d sat in Moxie’s bedroom, staring into the fabulous closet and arguing with Sodapop about whether birds could talk or not.


Living here in New York felt somehow fragile, breakable if Darcy moved too quickly. She wanted to wait until more realness had settled over her before daring to email her friends with photos of the apartment. Putting on the little black dress and daring Drinks Night seemed positively foolhardy, but she’d promised Moxie that she would go.


She felt a strange moment of jealousy for her friends Carla and Sagan back home, who had the whole summer to read novels and relax beside Carla’s pool before heading off to college. Darcy had an apartment to find, a city to learn, and rewrites to finish in the next few months.


Without looking up from his phone, Max stepped over the stripped frame of a bicycle chained to a NO PARKING sign. “Did you get your ed letter yet?”


“Nan said it’s coming this week,” Darcy said, feeling new jitters. The editorial letter would be the official list of everything wrong with Afterworlds. It seemed perverse for her editor to go into detail, when Darcy herself had spent the last six months wallowing in the novel’s shortcomings. But at least she had an excuse to procrastinate before the rewrites.


“And one last thing she wants me to ask . . .” Max was still reading from his phone, an email from Moxie, apparently. “How’s Untitled Patel going?”


That was the contractual term for the sequel to Afterworlds. But said out loud, the words sounded wrong, like one of Nisha’s verbal tics.


“Um.” A tiny dog tied to the stanchions around a sidewalk café skittered and yipped as Darcy went past. “I’m still outlining, I guess?”


“Still outlining,” Max repeated in a neutral tone, typing with one thumb as they walked.


Darcy wondered why she’d just lied. Afterworlds had simply poured from her fingers, and she had no intention of outlining Untitled Patel. Darcy was fairly certain she didn’t know how to outline.


It was possible she didn’t know how to write novels either, and that last November’s efforts had been some sort of statistical fluke. If a hundred thousand novels were written all at once, surely one would be good purely by accident, like passages of Shakespeare typed by a monkey. But that lucky primate would never write another sonnet, even if someone gave it a publishing contract.


Why was Moxie asking about Untitled Patel already? The first draft wasn’t due for a whole year. Did agents yell at you when you were late? Or were they more like the teachers at Darcy and Nisha’s school, quietly but deeply disappointed when you fell short of your full potential?


Max came to a halt, at last looking up from his phone. “And here we are.”


Candy Ruthless looked like a quaint Irish pub, with its odd name painted in a kelly-green Celtic font on the picture windows. There were loading docks to either side and the faint smell of a fish market in the air. Over the ten-minute walk the neighborhood had changed from refined old edifices to working warehouses. Darcy had no idea of how to get home.


Max paused, his hand on the pub door. “How old are you again?”


“I’ve been to bars before.”


Max only shrugged at this vaguery. Darcy was a published author, after all, and had a reasonably convincing Pennsylvania driver’s license saying she was twenty-three if it came to that. Even so, she found herself grateful to her mother for the little black dress. In the mirror, it had made Darcy look positively adult, and fit perfectly.


“Okay,” Max said. “I’m just going to introduce you to Oscar and leave. I’m not allowed in there.”


“You aren’t twenty-one?”


“I’m twenty-six.” Max gave her an indulgent smile. “But Drinks Night is no agents, no editors, no whatevers. Unless they’re published too, of course.”


“Ah. Of course.” Darcy took a steadying breath as she followed Max inside.


*  *  *


Darcy had expected Drinks Night to have taken over all of Candy Ruthless. She’d imagined a guest list on a clipboard at the door, or at least a private room separated by bloodred velvet curtains. But now, at ten minutes after six, the reality was a lone wooden table with a drink-ringed, battered surface and three people sitting at it.


Max ushered her forward. “Oscar, this is Darcy Patel.”


Oscar Lassiter rose a little and offered his hand, beaming a class-president smile. “Nice to finally meet you!”


As she took his hand, Darcy realized that the other faces at the table were familiar. She’d seen them in videos, as Twitter avatars, on book jackets.


“Oh,” she said to the less famous of the two, a man with red horn-rimmed glasses and a tweed jacket. “I follow you.”


The man smiled at this, and Darcy felt foolish. The last time she’d checked, two hundred thousand people followed Coleman Gayle. Most of them didn’t read the Sword Singer books, he always complained, and were only there for his profane political commentary and profound knowledge of vintage sock monkeys.


“Good to meet you, Darcy. You know Kiralee?”


“Um, of course.” Darcy turned to face the woman at the table, but her gaze shied away. She could hear the tremor in her own voice. “I mean, we haven’t met. But I totally loved Bunyip.”


“Oh dear, Coleman. She’s got it all wrong!” Kiralee cried. “Save her from herself!”


The others all laughed, but Darcy was perplexed and slightly terrified.


Oscar softly sat her down. “We were just discussing Coleman’s theory about the proper way to meet famous authors.”


“You check their sales on BookScan the day before,” Coleman Gayle explained. “And whichever novel of theirs has sold the least copies, you say that one’s your favorite. Because that’s the one they think is criminally underappreciated.”


“Easy for me, since all of mine sold the least.” Kiralee tipped back her glass until ice rattled. “Except bloody Bunyip, of course.”


“Dirawong’s my favorite,” Darcy said, though really it was second to Bunyip.


“Excellent choice,” Coleman said. “Given the criteria.”


“BookScanning bastard!” Kiralee said to him while toasting Darcy with her empty glass.


Darcy finally managed to meet the woman’s eye. In a gray hoodie, with twin white earbuds draped across her shoulders, Kiralee Taylor was dressed like a jogger. But she had the bearing of a dark faerie queen, her expression arch, her face framed by gray-streaked curly black hair.


“Though I’m afraid I haven’t read your books,” she said to Darcy. “So I can hardly be picky about which you like of mine.”


“No one’s read my books. Book.”


“Darcy’s a deb,” Oscar supplied. “Paradox publishes her next fall.”


“Congratulations,” Kiralee said, and all their drinks went up in salute.


Heat crept across Darcy’s face. She realized that Max had disappeared without even a good-bye, but she was allowed to stay. Here, among these writers.


She wondered how long before someone figured out she was an impostor and asked her to leave. Sitting here, she felt as though her little black dress didn’t fit anymore. It felt too big on her, as if Darcy were a child playing dress-up in her mother’s clothes.


“Welcome to the longest year and a half of your life,” Oscar said. “Published but not printed.”


“Like when you’ve kissed a boy but haven’t shagged him yet,” Kiralee said wistfully.


“Like you would know.” Coleman turned to Darcy. “So what’s your book called?”


“Afterworlds,” Darcy said.


The three of them waited for her to go on, but a familiar paralysis crept over Darcy. It was always like this when someone asked about her novel. She knew from experience that whatever she said now would sound awkward, like listening to a recording of her own voice. How was she supposed to compress sixty thousand words into a few sentences?


“It’s quite good,” Oscar finally offered. “I’m blurbing it.”


“So it’s one of these tedious realistic novels?” Coleman asked. “All the rage now, aren’t they?”


Oscar made a pfft noise. “My tastes are wider than yours. It’s a paranormal romance.”


“Are those still being written?” Kiralee was flagging a waiter down. “I thought vampires were dead.”


Coleman grunted. “They’re exceedingly hard to kill.”


They ordered—Manhattans for Coleman and Oscar, a gin and tonic for Kiralee, and Darcy asked for a Guinness. She found herself glad for the interruption, which gave her time to marshal an argument.


Once the waiter was gone, she spoke, her voice only trembling a little. “I think paranormals will always be around. You can tell a million different stories about love. Especially when it’s love with someone who’s different.”


“You mean a monster?” Coleman said.


“Well, that’s what you think at first. But it’s like, um, Beauty and the Beast. When you find out that the monster is actually . . . nice.”


Darcy swallowed. She’d had this conversation a hundred times with Carla, and had never once resorted to the word “nice” before.


“But doesn’t real love work the other way round?” Kiralee asked. “You start by thinking someone’s fabulous, and by the end of the piece you realize he’s a monster!”


“Or that you’re the monster yourself,” Oscar said.


Darcy just stared at the pockmarked table. She had fewer opinions about real-life love than she did about the paranormal kind.


“So what’s the love interest in Afterworlds?” Coleman asked. “Not a vampire, I trust.”


“Maybe a werewolf?” Kiralee was smiling. “Or a ninja, or some sort of werewolf-ninja?”


Darcy shook her head, relieved that Yamaraj wasn’t a vampire, werewolf, or ninja of any kind. “I don’t think anyone’s done this before, exactly. He’s a—”


“Wait!” Kiralee grabbed her arm. “I’m keen to guess. Is he a golem?”


Darcy laughed, dazzled all over again that Kiralee Taylor was sitting close enough to touch her. “No. Golems are too muddy.”


“What about a selkie?” Coleman suggested. “YA hasn’t had any male selkies.”


“What the hell is a selkie?” Oscar asked. He wrote realistic fiction: coming of age and drunken mothers, no monsters at all. Moxie had wanted a blurb from him to give Afterworlds what she called “a literary sheen.”


“It’s a magicked seal you fall in love with,” Darcy explained.


“Just think of it as a portmanteau,” Coleman said. “Combining ‘seal’ and ‘sexy.’ ”


Oscar raised an eyebrow. “I don’t see the appeal.”


“In any case,” Darcy said, not wanting the conversation to stray too far, “my hottie’s not a selkie.”


“A basilisk, then?” Coleman asked.


Darcy shook her head.


“Best to avoid horny lizards as love interests,” Kiralee said. “And stick with something more cuddly. Is it a drop bear?”


Darcy wondered for a moment if this was a test. Perhaps if she proved her knowledge of mythical beasts, they would take her through a hidden velvet curtain to the real YA Drinks Night.


“Aren’t drop bears more your territory?” she said to Kiralee.


“Indeed.” Kiralee smiled, and Darcy knew she’d gotten a gold star on that one. Or perhaps a gold koala bear sticker. The drinks arrived, and Kiralee paid for them. “A troll? No one’s done them yet.”


“Too many on the internet,” Coleman said. “Maybe a garuda?”


Darcy frowned. A garuda was half eagle and half something else, but what?


“Be nice, you two,” said Oscar.


Darcy looked at him, wondering what he meant, exactly. Were Kiralee and Coleman gently mocking her, or all paranormal romances? But the Sword Singer books were full of romance. Maybe Oscar was simply bored with the mythical bestiary game.


“Darcy’s love interest is really quite original,” he said. “He’s a sort of a . . . psychopomp. Is that the right word?”


“More or less,” Darcy said. “But in the Vedas, the Hindu scriptures I was using for inspiration, Yamaraj is the god of death.”


“Emo girls love death gods.” Kiralee took a long drink. “License to print money!”


“How do you hook up with a death god, anyway?” Coleman asked. “Near-death experience?”


Darcy almost coughed out her mouthful of beer. Lizzie’s brush with death was the book’s unique selling point, the singular idea that had carried Darcy through last November, and Coleman had just come up with it off the top of his head.


“Um, not exactly. But . . . kind of?”


Coleman nodded. “Sounds pleasingly dark.”


“The first chapter is megadark,” Oscar said. “There’s this awful terrorist attack, and you think the protag’s going to get killed. But she winds up . . .” He waved his hand. “No spoilers—just read it. Much better than your average paranormal.”


“Thank you,” Darcy said, smiling, though suddenly she wondered how good Oscar Lassiter thought the average paranormal was.





CHAPTER 8



I COULDN’T TELL THE FBI anything new, and the doctors had found nothing wrong with me that stitches couldn’t cure, so two mornings after the attack, we left Dallas in a rental car.


Mom hated road trips, because highways in the hinterlands scared her. But she was worried I’d start screaming if I saw DFW airport again, or any airport. What she didn’t realize was that I was too numb for anything so dramatic.


It wasn’t just exhaustion. There was a sliver of cold still inside me, a souvenir of the darkness I’d passed through. A gift from the other side. Whenever I remembered the faces of the other passengers, or when a clatter in the hospital corridors sounded like distant gunfire, I closed my eyes and retreated to that cool place, safe again.


We left the hospital in secret. One of the administrators led us through basement corridors to a service exit, a squeaky metal door that opened onto a staff parking lot. No reporters waited there, unlike the front entrance.


There were pictures of me in the news already. Lizzie Scofield, the Sole Survivor, the girl who’d sputtered back to life. My story was uplifting, I suppose, the only bright spot in all that horror. But I didn’t much feel like a symbol of hope. The stitches in my forehead itched, loud noises made me jump, and I’d been wearing the same socks for three days in a row.


Everyone kept saying how lucky I was. But wouldn’t good luck have been taking a different flight?


I hadn’t read any newspapers, and the nurses had kindly shut my door whenever radios and TVs were blaring near my room, but the headlines had leaked into my brain anyway. All those stories about the other passengers, all those people who’d been strangers to me, just passersby in an airport. Suddenly the details of their lives—where they’d been headed, the kids they’d left behind, their interrupted plans—were news. Travis Brinkman, the boy who’d fought back, was already a hero, thanks to security camera footage.


The rest of the world was hungry to know everything about the dead, but I wasn’t even ready to hear their names yet.


No one seemed to know much about the terrorists. They had ties to a cult somewhere in the Rocky Mountains, but the cult’s leaders were denying any knowledge or responsibility. The gunmen themselves had all been killed in the battle—no notes left behind, no manifestos, no clues.


Wasn’t the point of terrorism to send a message of some kind?


It was as if they’d simply been in love with death.


*  *  *


We drove all afternoon, eating in the car, stopping only to use gas pumps and restrooms. We passed Abilene, Midland, and Odessa, and then the cities faded into a scrubby wilderness dyed brown by winter. Oil derricks pulsed on the horizon, and dust devils swirled across our path, carrying road trash with them. The highway sliced through outcrops of gray rock that had been dynamited open. The clear blue sky grew huge above our heads.


Mostly we were silent, and I thought about Yamaraj—his eyes, the way he moved, his voice telling me that I was safe. Those details were fast in my memory, while the rest of what had happened at the airport was an awful blur. The only part of that night that had seemed real was the part that no one would ever believe.


When Mom and I did talk, our conversation matched the landscape—brittle and withered. She asked about Dad’s new apartment, what I thought of Rachel, and the fancy restaurants where we’d eaten. She asked me what classes I would be starting soon, and even delivered a little speech about keeping up the grades in my final semester of high school.


I could see that Mom was trying to be kind, talking about trivia instead of terrorism. But as the hours passed, her avoidance of reality started driving me crazy. Like she was gaslighting me, trying to make me think I’d imagined the whole attack. Every time her eyes drifted up to the stitches on my forehead, or the little tear gas scar on my cheek, an expression of confusion crossed her face.


But nothing that night had been imaginary. I’d gone to another world. Yamaraj was real. I could still taste his kiss, and when I touched my lips, his heat still lingered there.


Plus, he’d practically dared me to believe in him, which is a pretty good way to get me to do anything.


Mom just kept talking about nothing, driving us farther away from Dallas, her hands tight on the wheel. The closest she got to mentioning the attack was to say that my luggage would arrive in San Diego soon after we did.


“They said a few days.”


No mention of who “they” were. The FBI? The airline? She spoke as if my bag were simply lost, not sitting in a pile of evidence for the biggest Homeland Security investigation in a decade. No big deal.


“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “I’ve got plenty of clothes at home.”


“Yeah. It’s much better to lose your luggage on your way home than going away!”


As if that was the big takeaway from surviving a terrorist attack.


“All I need is a new phone,” I said.


“Well . . . maybe we can stop somewhere and get you one.” She hunched forward, scanning a cluster of passing signs, as if one might lead her to an Apple store out here in the West Texas desert.


Didn’t she understand that I needed things to make sense right now? I needed my mother here in reality with me, not off in make-believe land.


We kept driving. Long pauses were easy in this terrain, and it was a while before I spoke up again. “I feel weird without it. That phone saved my life, kind of.”


Her grip on the steering wheel grew tighter, and her foot must have tensed on the gas pedal, because the car shuddered beneath us.


“What do you mean, Lizzie?”


I took a slow breath, drawing calm from the cold place inside me.


“I was running away, we all were, and I called 911. The woman on the phone said . . .” My voice gave out, not with any emotion that I could feel, but like a ballpoint pen running dry. I’d already told this story, I realized—to Yamaraj.


My mother waited, staring at the road ahead, the muscles in her shoulders tight, and I heard that calm voice from my phone: Can you get to a safe location?


“She told me to play dead,” I finally said. “That’s why they didn’t kill me. They thought I was dead.”


My mother’s voice was tight. “The doctors told me about that paramedic, the one who thought you . . .”


“He was really sorry about that.” I shrugged against my seat belt. “Guess I fooled him, too. But it wasn’t even my idea. The woman at 911 told me what to do.”


Well, not quite. She hadn’t told me to think my way to the afterworld, meet a boy, and then come back. And she hadn’t mentioned anything about seeing ghosts, either.


Tom hadn’t reappeared once they’d given me my own room, so it was possible I’d imagined him. Or maybe he only haunted the ER.


Mom made a soft sound. She was trying to say something, but couldn’t. The hairbreadth narrowness of my escape was more reality than she could take.










OEBPS/xhtml/cont.html


CONTENTS



Epigraph



Chapter 1



Chapter 2



Chapter 3



Chapter 4



Chapter 5



Chapter 6



Chapter 7



Chapter 8



Chapter 9



Chapter 10



Chapter 11



Chapter 12



Chapter 13



Chapter 14



Chapter 15



Chapter 16



Chapter 17



Chapter 18



Chapter 19



Chapter 20



Chapter 21



Chapter 22



Chapter 23



Chapter 24



Chapter 25



Chapter 26



Chapter 27



Chapter 28



Chapter 29



Chapter 30



Chapter 31



Chapter 32



Chapter 33



Chapter 34



Chapter 35



Chapter 36



Chapter 37



Chapter 38



Chapter 39



Chapter 40



Chapter 41



Chapter 42



Acknowledgments



Zeroes Excerpt



About Scott Westerfeld





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
AFTERWORLDS
SCOTT WESTERFELD

S|MDN PULSE New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/images/9781481422369.jpg
The #1 New York Times bestselling author of Uglies

SCOTT WESTERFELD

AFTEDW@DLDS

your way her









