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Italian class is like one of those cliché horror-movie villains
who just refuses to die.
You think you’re done, that the awfulness is over, that
everything is finally going to be okay. You think that it’s time
for you and the other survivors — exhausted, bloodied, but
still standing, if only barely — to share a moment of relief or
grateful tears or maybe even some shaky laughs. Maybe you’ll
all go out for pizza or something and talk about how lucky you
are to be alive. But — nope! — suddenly the hellscape is before
you once again, the monster back for one final attempt to
drag you kicking and screaming into an early grave, all of your
happy visions of the future dissolving into tattered, broken,
hopeless dreams.
Okay, it’s possible that analogy got a little bit away
from me.

I suppose it’s not really quite that bad. And it’s entirely
my own fault that I’m sitting here right now. I could have left
Italian behind with my junior year, but did I? No. No, instead
I signed up for AP Italian, which was completely voluntary,
which means, to be clear, that I could have not signed up for it.
Somewhere in an alternate universe there is an alternate Cyn
blissfully napping in study hall right now or taking an extra
elective or going out for coffee, thinking about how nice it is
that her days in Italian are finito.
Sometimes I make really questionable decisions.
Not always, though. I look to my left, where my lovely boyfriend, Ryan Halsey, is sitting, still so completely worth staring at, and also still my boyfriend, and I congratulate myself
on the decisions that led to this happy result. Well, to be fair,
there were plenty of questionable decisions involved in there
along the way. But the main decision, to fall in love with Ryan,
was truly outstanding, and so let’s just think about that one,
okay?
I also stand by my decision to save Annie from her
demonic would-be abductor/husband and evil former librarian, Mr. Gabriel. Both the first time, last fall, and then again
this past summer at camp. She is also here, sitting to my right.
One of the few good things about how Signorina Benedetti
runs her classroom is that she lets us sit wherever we want,
just like actual college students supposedly do.
And really, other than forty-five minutes of advanced Italian three times a week under the firm, merciless, and often
incomprehensible hand of Signorina Benedetti, things are
actually pretty great right now.
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The main great thing, of course, is that we — Annie, Ryan,
Leticia, Diane, William, Peter, and me — are all still here and
alive. In case you have forgotten, there was a lot of almostdying over the past several months. (There was also some
actual dying, by other people, but I’m trying to focus on the
positive at the moment.)
Also great: no one has broken up since the summer! Ryan,
as I have mentioned, is still my lovely boyfriend. William is
still Annie’s lovely boyfriend, and Leticia and Diane are still
each other’s lovely girlfriends. We are all deliriously besotted.
So we are back at school for our senior year, there is lots
of love going on, and no one has been killed or damaged by
demons for just over two months now. In fact, there have been
no demons at all since we saw the last of Mr. Gabriel and his
horrible little brother at camp over the summer. Well, except
for Peter, who is, of course, one of the rare non-evil demons.
And who is lovely in his own way. Ways. Shut up. And he’s not
actually here; he’s at some other high school, pretending to be
a normal if especially attractive human boy who just happens
to have amazing musical-theater writing and composing skills.
But he checks in from time to time. Which is not confusing or
distracting to me at all.
Another super great thing is that Mr. Henry has announced
the musical for this fall, and it is Les Misérables. Which has
me all excited because the barricade, and has Ryan all excited
because Javert, and has Mr. Henry all excited because apparently he’s always wanted to do this show and this is the first
time all the stars have aligned or whatever and he has the budget and the resources and everything else necessary to achieve
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this lifelong dream. Which we are all very happy to be a part
of. Because we love Mr. Henry, and this will be the last show
we ever get to do together. And also we love Les Misérables.
We just found out this morning, and so Ryan and I are
especially not very focused on Italian at the moment.
Javert is the role that Ryan has wanted to play pretty
much since birth. He loves Les Misérables even more than The
Scarlet Pimpernel, and trust me, that’s really saying something.
I’ve already caught him singing “Stars” under his breath twice
since the period started.
As for me, I am busily drawing little preliminary sketches
of what the barricade might look like for our show. Mr. Henry
has already named me tech director again, so I can get started
right away. Ryan has to wait until this Friday’s auditions, and
then callbacks, to really know the part is his, but of course
there’s no question he’s going to get it. And then we’ll be able
to work on the show together, which we haven’t done since
Sweeney last year. But this time we’ll be together-together the
whole time, and I’ll get to watch him at rehearsal possessively
instead of longingly, and we’ll get to experience the magic of
the show coalescing side by side, which is pretty much the
most romantic thing I can think of.
Once upon a time, I would be getting very nervous right
about now. Nervous that everything is a little too good, and
that surely something terrible is about to happen and screw
everything up.
But not this time. This time yours truly is going to trust
all of this goodness with her whole heart and not be afraid.
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Because we have all suffered a great deal to get to this point,
and we deserve every bit of this happiness. I’m not going to
ruin it by thinking about unpleasant possibilities. Like, for
example, about how easy it seems to be for demons to intrude
into our lives on a fairly regular basis, or about that last trip I
still need to make to the demon world to fulfill my deal with
the demon queen. Besides, she seems to have things pretty
well in hand down there, and Mr. Gabriel is locked up tight
under her watchful eyes and teeth and stingers and other
parts, and so there’s no reason she’d need to call on me and my
special demon-resistant “super-roach” power (yay for flattering demon names for things) anytime soon. There is no reason
to fear anything demon related at all.
The bell rings and we can all stop pretending to pay attention. Well, except Annie, who may possibly have actually been
paying attention.
Ryan practically leaps out of his chair with all the excited
energy he’s been holding in check. “I can’t believe auditions
are this Friday. He could have given us more time.”
“Why do you need more time? You know what you’re going
to sing. You’ve got all week to practice. And you know the part
is yours, anyway.” I place a calming hand on his thigh. “Relax!”
“I can’t relax! I’m too excited! Come here and distract me.”
He pulls me up into a deliciously tight embrace, as though he’s
trying to absorb me by osmosis. But not in a creepy way. My
mouth is slightly smushed against his chest, but I don’t mind.
It’s hard to talk at times like this anyway, when I am temporarily overwhelmed by all the nice, warm feelings involved
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in the hugging. Ryan is very good at making me think happy
thoughts. And feel happy feelings. Happy, warm, tingly, exciting feelings.
I hug him a little tighter. And then a lot tighter.
“Hey,” he says, laughing. “Careful, or you’re going to get us
detention. Again.”
“Worth it,” I murmur against him. I am aware that my
hands have started wandering outside the school-approved
hugging zone, but I don’t care.
“Well, yes,” he agrees, “but it would be better not to get
detention, and then you can come over after school instead of
both of us having to sit and stare wistfully at each other across
the room while Mrs. Manning glares at us for an hour and a
half.”
He makes a good point. I put my hands back where they
belong. They are sad, but I tell them we will make up for it
later.
There is brief good-bye-for-now kissing and then we go
to our separate classrooms. I have AP English with Annie and
Leticia, which is generally a good time. But now that I’m not
distracted by my warm, tingly Ryan-feelings, I find myself
thinking again about how Old Cyn would totally be feeling anxious right now, worrying that we can’t trust the good
times, that we are all just being lulled into a false sense of
security by the cruel and tricksy universe.
But that’s dumb, I remind myself. Old Cyn is crazy. Everything is awesome!
I walk to class with Annie and smile very brightly and
non-anxiously at Leticia, who gives Annie a what is wrong with
6

our dear Cyn? kind of look that makes us all laugh, and soon
enough I forget to think about all the things that aren’t going
to go wrong and remember that things are really as awesome
as I knew they were.
After school, Ryan drives the two of us to his house. We
listen to the complete symphonic recording of Les Mis, singing along, and I love that Ryan doesn’t care how thoroughly I
cannot sing. My enthusiasm more than makes up for my lack
of musical talent, I believe. I shut up for all the Javert parts,
though, because oh, my God I love listening to Ryan sing. Especially roles that he particularly loves, like this one. He starts
off kind of just fooling around but he can’t help it, within a
couple of lines he’s completely into it, eyes closed, hands outstretched dramatically, voice full and strong and powerful and
amazing.
It’s adorable that he’s worried about whether he’ll get the
part. He’s perfect.
We stop singing after Javert’s suicide, because I have
to kiss him, and then there is a lot of that for a while. Kissing Ryan still makes my whole brain turn into a lovely sort
of mush. I am vaguely aware that the music from the rest of
the show is continuing to play in the background, but mostly
I am just aware of Ryan and myself and the parts of us that are
touching and how electric every part of me feels when we do
this and there’s no sense of time or place or anything, just the
kissing and being in love and absolutely nothing else.
I barely have any brain left at all by the time I make my
way home.
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When I arrive, there is a letter waiting from Peter.
Peter writes me letters now. It is a thing that he does. A
very Peter kind of thing.
The whole Peter subject is still kind of a touchy one.
Because of the way that I kissed him that one time. And I
get it — of course I do. Ryan feels about Peter the way I feel
about Jules, who is luckily far away and is only a summercamp issue. I know Ryan is in touch with her, which is fine, of
course, because they are Just Friends and they should totally
be in touch whenever they want. As long as I don’t have to see
her or hear about her and Ryan lets me sort of pretend that
she doesn’t exist.
Peter, on the other hand, is only about an hour away.
I have no doubt that his selection of high school was very
deliberate: far enough that I couldn’t really object on any
reasonable grounds, but close enough for him to be able to
make a nuisance of himself. Well, a potential nuisance, anyway. To be fair, he has not once shown up or interfered in our
lives or otherwise abused his relatively close proximity. But he
likes to remind us that he’s there. A lot.
And the way that he does this is by sending me letters.
I told him from the very beginning that I show them all
to Ryan, because I am not keeping anything from Ryan on
that front. (Except, of course, for the dreams I still have about
Peter, which do not count. I don’t discuss those with anyone.
Not even Annie. There are some things a girl just has to keep
for herself. To herself, I mean. To herself. And it’s not like I
dream about him on purpose. Or that I would ever really do
any of those things with him. Never mind what things. Leave
8

me alone.) Unfortunately, this only makes Peter push things
even further in the letters, because he likes to mess with Ryan.
I think I have convinced Ryan that this is the case, and that if
Peter were writing just to me, the letters would not be nearly
so . . . provocative.
I don’t think Peter can feed (demonically) on any drama
he might create between us from so far away, but I suspect it
gives him great pleasure to try.
My mother hands me the letter when I walk in. She is
wearing one of those I’m trying not to have any kind of expression expressions that drive me up the wall.
“That’s your camp friend, right?” she asks. She asks this
every time.
“Yes.”
“And you’re sure he just —”
“Yes, Mom. He just wants to be friends. Ryan knows that
Peter writes to me. We talk about theater and stuff. There is
nothing shady happening here. Not that it is any of your
business.”
“Okay, okay,” she says, retreating back into her office. But
she pauses in the doorway. “It’s just . . . you know . . . he writes
you letters. It’s so old-fashioned and romantic.”
“Peter’s an old-fashioned kind of guy. But they’re not
romantic. Trust me.”
I head to my room and close the door. Then I sit on my bed
and look at the letter.
My name and address are, as usual, written in Peter’s ridiculously elegant hand, with little flourishes on all the uppercase
letters. The return address is ever so slightly darker, as though
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he were pressing just a little harder on the pen, as if to subtly
call my attention to his location and how not-so-very-far away
it is. This may seem a far-fetched interpretation, but I suspect
I am correct.
With a sigh, I tear it open and begin reading.
My dearest Cynthia, it begins. The letters of my name are
even more perfect than all of the other letters. As though he
wrote them very slowly and deliberately.
I sigh again and read on.
After the usual opening pleasantries, he updates me on
his current projects — the amazing material he submitted to
the drama teacher was well received, and his one-act musical is
currently in rehearsals. He promises to send tickets if I would
like to attend. He shares his latest thoughts and plans about
what he might do after graduation, where he might want to
travel, where he might decide to go to college.
I know that he tells me all of these things because I’m the
only one who really understands how important his hard-won
faux-human life is to him, and how much he went through
to get it. And I like hearing it, because I care about him and
want him to be happy. And I owe him, because he helped us
fight Mr. Gabriel and his horrible brother. Even though it was
technically kind of Peter’s fault that we had to fight them in
the first place. Well, second place. But it wasn’t on purpose.
And without his help and the help of the demon queen (aka
Ms. Královna, which was her temporary human name last fall
and still the only name we actually have to call her), we never
would have succeeded in driving Mr. Gabriel into captivity.
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And during that whole camp struggle, Peter’s one true
friend and human helper/companion-person died trying to
save my life. (RIP Hector.) And so now Peter is pretty much
alone in the human world, and I am the only one he can really
talk to without having to hide who and what he is. And so it is
fine that he writes to me, and fine that he wants to keep me
up-to-date on all the exciting things happening that he always
wanted to have happen.
But somehow the sight of his handwriting, the feel of the
paper in my hand, everything that is so completely Peter about
both the form and content of his communication always puts
me back in that moment at camp when Ryan had abandoned
me and Peter was the only one still standing by me, until he
wasn’t standing, he was kneeling, and then he was kissing me,
and then I was kissing him back.
I don’t want Peter. I don’t. I want Ryan. I love Ryan. And
I stopped that terrible, incredible kiss very shortly after it
started, and it never happened again. Despite several offers of
a repeat performance on Peter’s part.
But I can still remember how much I liked it. And there is a
tiny traitorous part of me that wants to do it again.
It is seriously only a tiny part. Like probably just a single
cell. Maybe just an electron or something. And if I could locate
it and cut it out of my body, I totally would. Because I hate that
reminder of my (brief! very, very brief!) betrayal, and I hate
the way that part of me still gets excited when one of Peter’s
letters arrives in the mail.
As always, I hope this missive finds you well. Please give my
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best to Ryan. Unless you guys broke up. Did you break up? Don’t
forget to tell me if you break up. Remember, I am only an hour
away. I can be there anytime you need me.
He always says something along those lines. He does it to
irritate Ryan, of course. And asking him to stop would only
make it worse, so I just ignore him.
I tuck the letter into my bag to present to Ryan in the
morning. Full disclosure. No more secrets.
I feel a tiny electron-size twinge somewhere deep inside me.
Almost entirely no more secrets.
I sigh again and head downstairs to see what the story is
with dinner.
Ryan grimaces through the letter in the morning. When he
gets to the end he turns it over and goes back to the beginning.
“Stop,” I tell him, grabbing for the letter. “You don’t need
to read it again.”
He pulls it out of my reach. “I can read it again if I want to.”
“But why do you want to?”
He shrugs and keeps reading.
I had hoped he’d start to get used to the stupid letters and
not take them so seriously. Because it’s nonsense, all the flirty
stuff. Which I keep pointing out. And a rational person would
maybe laugh and brush it off. But Ryan is scouring each finely
penned word, searching for secret messages and hidden meanings. Or so I assume. He won’t actually say.
“Peter letter?” Annie asks, dropping to the floor beside me.
We are sitting on the floor of the band wing, waiting for homeroom to start.
12

Ryan makes a grumpy sound.
“Yes,” I translate.
“Ooh, let me see! I love looking at his penmanship.”
Ryan rolls his eyes. But he hands over the letter.
Annie reads and admires while I pet Ryan’s arm soothingly. William arrives and sits beside Annie, tucking an arm
around her and reading over her shoulder. Leticia and Diane
show up soon after, and the letter is passed around some
more, and everyone expresses happiness about all the things
that are going so well for Peter. Except Ryan, who just says
“hmph” a lot.
Finally the bell rings for homeroom and everyone begins
to disperse. Ryan gives me an extra kiss to show me he’s not
really that grumpy before he heads off down the hall. I link
arms with Annie and head for the stairway, still feeling the
aftershocks of Ryan-kissing and also just generally feeling
happy and good and safe and not even a tiny bit worried about
anything possibly happening to screw up all the things that
are going so well.
Everything is going to be fine.
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In what seems like two seconds, it is Friday. Auditions. Ryan
has gotten over his initial nervous excitement and is now just
the regular kind of excited. I have listened to him sing “Stars”
about five million times this week so far, but I can’t wait to hear
him sing it again, onstage, while Mr. Henry sits in his favorite
seat and jots down all kinds of positive notes on his legal pad.
I sit through a bunch of other auditions first, though. I’m
in my own favorite seat with Ryan’s stuff piled in the seat next
to me; he’s off in a stairwell somewhere, warming up. All of
the usual suspects seem to be here, plus a few new faces who
might be freshmen or transfers or else aspiring theater kids
who only just got their nerve up to try out. A show like Les Mis
will do that sometimes. One of the unfamiliar girls is really
good — a potential Éponine, maybe. I can see Mr. Henry making his impressed face as he scribbles away.

When Mr. Henry calls Ryan, my beautiful boyfriend
bounds up the steps with his usual otherworldly grace and
stands confidently in the center of the stage. I love seeing
him up there. It’s like glimpsing some rare wild creature in its
natural habitat, where it is perfectly at home. Ryan onstage
is a reflection of a world that makes sense. Given our recent
nonsensical demonic experiences, I am particularly hungry for things that make sense right now. Everything in its
proper place. Ryan center stage. Demons safely confined to the
demon world. Mr. Henry in fourth-row-left-aisle. Everything
as it should be.
The intro music begins, and then Ryan is singing. And he’s
so good. Of course. I tear my adoring and possessive gaze away
to glance at Mr. Henry, who is nodding and smiling and jotting
as expected. Ryan finishes his section and thanks Mr. Henry
and Mr. Iverson (the accompanist) and then bounds back
down the steps and up the aisle and shoves his stuff over so he
can drop into the seat beside me.
“You were great,” I whisper, squeezing his hand. “In the
bag.”
“Thanks.” He squeezes my hand back. “And thanks for listening to me practice all week. It really helped.”
“You didn’t need help. But you’re welcome.”
We stop talking as the next name is called. It’s one of the
new people; a boy this time. Jeff something. He’s freckly with
reddish-blond hair, which for some reason makes me think
he’s going for Marius, but when Mr. Iverson starts playing,
it’s the familiar opening to “Stars” again. Jeff looks a little
nervous as he waits for his entrance. He must be a transfer
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student; I definitely haven’t seen him around, and he looks too
old to be a freshman.
Then he starts singing, and I find myself staring openmouthed.
His voice is like . . . velvet. It’s deep and strong and smooth
as anything and all traces of his initial nervousness vanish
as soon as he starts to sing. Ryan is staring beside me with
the same shocked expression, and so is Mr. Henry. So is Mr.
Iverson, who knows the music well enough at this point to be
able to turn to stare and still keep playing.
I can feel Ryan’s deepening dismay like a physical presence,
taking up more and more space as the song continues. When
Jeff gets to the stopping point, Mr. Iverson plays several extra
bars before his fingers remember to stop moving.
There is a moment of utter silence, and then Mr. Henry
coughs. “Thank you, um” — he checks his notes — “Jeff. Very
nice. Thank you.”
Jeff thanks him back and leaves the stage. Ryan is still
staring at the empty space where Jeff had been standing. With
visible effort, he blinks and turns to look at me. His face is pale
and shaken and there is an underlying panic that makes me
want to weep.
“Where the hell did he come from?” Ryan whispers finally.
“Who is he?”
I shrug helplessly. “Transfer, I guess? I’ve never seen him
before.” I hesitate and then say it, because someone has to.
“He’s really good.”
Ryan barks a very unamused laugh. “Yeah. No shit.” He
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leans back in his seat, staring at the stage again, and adds,
somewhat contradictorily, “Shit.”
Someone else is called in, and we stop talking again. I
don’t take my eyes off Ryan, though. He looks . . . bad. This is
bad. This is wrong. Javert is his part. I thought that was understood. I thought the universe was on board with that. The universe was not supposed to send this Jeff guy with his velvety
voice and fake-nervous expression and part-stealing aspirations. I want to believe that it doesn’t matter, that Mr. Henry
will cast Ryan no matter what, but . . . well, that is the downside of Mr. Henry having a heart of gold. If he thinks Jeff is
the better guy for the part, he’ll give it to him. Even if it breaks
his golden heart to do it.
“I have to . . . I’ll . . .” Ryan doesn’t bother to finish making
his excuse; he just pushes up from his seat and walks quickly
out the rear door of the auditorium. My immediate impulse
is to follow him, but it’s pretty clear that he wants to be alone
right now. I sink back into my seat and look up at the stage,
where someone has started to sing “Castle on a Cloud,” which
is the one song from this show that I actually kind of despise. I
glance again at Mr. Henry. He seems distracted, not really jotting so much as absently tapping his pen against the paper. I
don’t like how unhappy he looks right now.
This doesn’t mean anything, I tell myself firmly. Sure, okay,
this Jeff guy will get a callback for Javert. So will Ryan. And
Ryan will just have to crush him at callbacks, and then everything will be fine. Ryan is amazing. He can do it. He just . . .
he’d just gotten complacent, maybe, relaxed into knowing he
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was the best singer in our school. And so now he has to remind
everyone how awesome he is. So okay, that’s what he’ll do. No
problem.
As the auditions continue, I keep sneaking hopeful glances
at the auditorium doors.
But Ryan doesn’t come back for a very long time.
In fact, technically, Ryan never comes back. Not on his own. I
have to go and find him.
Luckily, I know his favorite haunts by now, and where
he’s most likely to go when he’s upset. As expected, he’s in the
seldom-used far east stairwell, sitting on the bottom step on
the basement level. There’s not even a doorway down here to
get into the basement proper; it’s just a weird vertical dead
end, like the contractors forgot what they were doing and built
this area by accident.
I sit down beside him. He doesn’t look at me.
“Hey,” I say.
“Hey,” he says back.
We sit in silence for a few minutes.
“Okay,” I say finally. “So you’ve got some competition.
That’s okay. It’s unexpected, but it’s okay. You’ll both get called
back, and you will kick his ass. You know you will. You were
born to play Javert.”
He sighs. “I sure used to think so.”
“Ryan, come on. You can’t let this guy get to you.”
He shakes his head. He’s still not looking at me. “It’s
not . . . it’s not just him. I mean, yes, at the moment, it’s largely
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just him, but . . . I think he was sort of a wake-up call. And I
don’t like what I’m waking up to, Cyn.”
“What are you talking about?”
Now he looks at me, and I’m shocked by the anguish I can
see in his eyes. My Ryan is usually pretty goddamn resilient. I
thought he’d have shaken this Jeff guy off by now and already
be looking forward to their inevitable callback confrontation.
But he’s not. Not even close, apparently.
“I think maybe camp and high school spoiled me, you
know? I thought . . . I thought I was really good. I mean really
good.”
“You are —”
“No,” he says, cutting me off. “I’m pretty good. I mean, I
know that. I’m good for high school, and I’m even good for theater camp. But I let myself think that meant I was really good,
like professional-level good. And then this guy . . .” He runs a
hand through his hair. “Jesus, Cyn. That’s what professionallevel good looks like. I’m not — I’m not there. Not like that.”
“This is crazy talk.” I reach over and take his hand. “You’re
just not over the surprise of having competition yet. He’s
good, yes. But so are you. And I think . . . I think maybe you
just relaxed for a while, you know? Because you could. And
now you have to step it up a bit. But you can, and you will.”
He just shakes his head again.
“Okay, listen. How many recordings of Les Misérables do
you own?”
“What does that — ?”
“How many?”
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“Well — I don’t know. Original London, original Broadway, complete symphonic, twenty-fifth anniversary concert,
twenty-fifth anniversary U.K. tour, several foreign language
versions . . .”
“Okay, and how many different actors play Javert in
those?”
“Well, lots. I mean they’re mostly all different, except
for symphonic and tenth anniversary, which are both Philip
Quast, but —”
“So you’re saying there are at least several great actors who
can play that role professionally.”
“Well, of course. I mean there are lots of Javerts who
aren’t even on any of the recordings . . .” He trails off, narrowing his eyes at me. “I see what you’re doing. But it’s not the
same thing.”
“Oh, okay. So you’re saying that because this Jeff guy is
good, you suddenly aren’t, but that same logic doesn’t hold in
any other circumstances? This is special Ryan-Jeff logic that
the rest of the world can’t possibly understand?”
“Cut it out. You know that’s not what I mean.”
“I’m trying to show you how ridiculous you’re being.”
“I’m not! I’m just — I’m just saying that he made me think.
About how much I’d been taking for granted. I thought . . .
God, Cyn, I thought I’d get into every college theater program I
applied for. I imagined you and me sitting around with all our
acceptance letters, eating snacks and discussing the pros and
cons of all of our many options.”
My heart melts a little at this, because OMG. “You did?”
“Yes, I did. And I bet we’ll still get to do that for you,
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because you’re amazing, and you will get into every program
you apply to. But . . . but I kind of just realized that I might not.
That I almost certainly will not. That there are tons of guys like
me out there, big fish in little ponds, dreaming their stupid
impossible dreams. Shit, Cyn, I’m not even a triple threat. My
dancing sucks. I should probably rethink that business degree
my dad keeps not-so-subtly randomly mentioning over dinner
all the time now.”
He leans over and rests his sad head on my shoulder. I
squeeze his hand harder.
“Don’t you dare,” I say softly. “Don’t you dare let this
one setback derail you from all of your hopes and plans. Or
me from mine. I am still looking forward to sitting around
together weighing the merits of all our many program options.
I am already planning out the snacks in my head. You are not
allowed to introduce that happy daydream to me and simultaneously kill it with your negative self-talk and melodramatic
storm clouds of doom. You had better damn well at least try to
beat this guy before you give up, Ryan Halsey.”
He’s quiet a moment, taking this in. His head is still on my
shoulder. I wait, still holding his hand.
“Will there be really good snacks?” he asks finally. “I mean,
like Oreos?”
“There will be amazing snacks. The best snacks that exist
in this universe or any other. Including Oreos. But not Double
Stuf.”
“Well, no, of course not. Those things totally screw up the
cream-to-cookie ratio.”
I take a breath. “This is why I love you.”
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“Because we see eye to eye on Oreos?”
“Well, there are some other reasons, too. But that one’s
pretty high up there. Good cookie appreciation is important.”
“Damn straight.” He lifts his head and turns to look at me.
His eyes are clearer now. “Have I mentioned lately that you are
the best girlfriend ever?”
“Nope. You are way overdue, in fact.”
He gives me one of his slow, delicious lopsided smiles and
leans toward me. “Best. Girlfriend. Ever.” He punctuates each
word with a kiss.
I grin back at him helplessly, because that is what happens when he kisses me, but eventually I manage an awkward
throat-clearing sound and an off hand “Don’t you forget it.” It
wouldn’t do to let him know how completely he can still turn
me into pudding whenever he makes the tiniest effort.
We emerge from the basement level and go to collect our
stuff from the auditorium before the custodians toss it all in
the lost and found. By the time we get to Ryan’s car, he seems
almost back to his old self. We pick up some take-out Thai food
and grab a mini pack of Oreos from the convenience store
next door and then sit in a corner of the parking lot, sharing
noodles and listening to one of my favorite musical-theater
mixes on my phone.
Afterward, when nothing is left but a few stray Oreo
crumbs, we sit quietly in the dark for a while.
“It will be okay,” I say. “You’ll see. We are going to have the
best senior year ever. We’ve earned it. Nothing is going to take
that away from us.”
Ryan strokes the inside of my arm with his finger. “Who
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am I to argue with the wise and beautiful Cynthia Rothschild?”
he asks. “If you say it, it must be true.”
“Ha,” I say, since we both know I have been less than truthful on more than one notable occasion. But his compliment is
appreciated all the same. Also, the inner-arm stroking is making it hard to think straight. “It is true. I refuse to let anything
go wrong this year. Everything is going to be perfect.”
“You’re perfect.”
“You’re ridiculous.” But I’m not fooling anyone. I love it
when he says things like that.
“I’m not,” he says seriously. He reaches over and touches
my face, his eyes suddenly burning into mine. “I love you, Cyn.
You know that, right?”
My heart swells ludicrously inside my chest. It’s not the
first time he’s said it; we’ve both said it plenty of times by now.
But it still gets me. Every time. And having him so close, his
hand on my cheek, his eyes so serious and intense and focused
entirely on me . . .
I discover I have to make another of those awkward throatclearing sounds before I can speak.
“I love you, too. Now stop talking and kiss me.”
He doesn’t need to be asked twice. This is yet another of
the things I love about him. I would tell him that, but we are
busy now.
We stay out about as late as any of our parents will tolerate, and then Ryan drops me off at my front door. Well, first
he pulls over, and then I kiss him good night, and then there
is more kissing, because Ryan. He makes my heart happy. And
all my other parts, too. I am only able to get out of the car
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by silently reminding myself that I will get to see him again
tomorrow night.
My parents are already in bed; when I close the door
behind me, my dad calls down, “That you, Cyn? How were
auditions?”
“Great,” I call back. “Ryan was awesome.”
“Glad to hear it. Don’t stay up too late drawing set designs,
okay?”
I roll my eyes, even though no one is there to see it. “Good
night, Dad!”
“Good night, honey!”
I lock up and make my way upstairs. Ryan was all smiles
by the time I got out of the car, and not only because of all the
making out. I think he’s going to be okay. I know the Jeff thing
was a shock, but he just needed to regroup. And have snacks.
And be reminded how amazing his girlfriend is.
I meant what I told him about this year being perfect.
We have earned it. The events of last fall and the beginning
of the summer were really terrible, and while it’s not like I’ve
forgotten — there are some things you can never forget — it’s
time we put it all behind us. And he’ll see that his fears about
the future are groundless, too. Once he gets his confidence
back, once he gets this part and remembers how truly amazing
he is, he’ll set his horizons back where they belong.
I smile again thinking about what Ryan said about his
vision of us sitting around together and planning our futures.
I’m not naive; I know we can’t necessarily plan on going to the
same school. But it could happen. We’re both looking for great
theater programs, after all. And anyway, the part that gets me
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is that he was thinking about us doing that, looking ahead
together to see what the future might bring. What options we
have, and what we might decide to do. Together.
Things have been great since we got past the difficulties
during that first session at camp over the summer. Really
great. Really, really, really great. But I’ve been trying not to
let myself think too far ahead, since I know that, no matter
what we might want, everything might change come graduation. I know that everyone might go off in different directions
and that some directions are very far apart from one another.
Some directions are opposite directions, even. Anything could
happen.
But also, anything could happen. And the fact that Ryan
was sitting around, thinking about us thinking about our
futures . . . it makes me want to let myself think about our
future more than I’d been letting myself thus far. Not too
much, I’m not going to go crazy . . . but I might let a daydream
or two of same-direction college plans slip in there from time
to time.
Who am I to tell Ryan not to give up on his dreams if I’m
not willing to give myself a few extra ones of my own?
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Ch ap te r
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Monday morning the callback list is posted on the lightingbooth door. (Mr. Henry always sneaks it up there like a thief
in the night and then hides the rest of the morning in his
office so he can avoid the angry and the disappointed as long
as possible.) Ryan has promised to wait for me so we can go
look at it together, and so as soon as I start up the front walkway toward the school he pounces on me and grabs my hand
and practically drags me up the stairs and down the hall to the
hallowed location. We wait impatiently for the several people
in front of us to finish looking and walk away either elated
or deflated, and then we step forward together and scan for
Ryan’s name.
It’s there, of course, under Javert, as we knew it would be.
And Jeff ’s name is there, too, as we knew it would be.
“I vill destroy him,” Ryan whispers in some kind of

pseudo-Dracula-sounding accent, and I put my arm around his
waist.
“Duh,” I say.
He kisses my forehead and then we look at the rest of the
list. That unfamiliar girl I noticed at auditions did get a callback
for Éponine, and Danielle, who played Johanna in Sweeney
Todd, got a callback for Cosette, which is also as we knew it
would be. I like that Javert doesn’t have a romance of any kind
going on, and so I don’t have to think about what girl Ryan
might have to pretend to be in love with. All he has to do is
seethe with vengeance and struggle with existential questions
about the nature of good and evil and his place in the universe
and whether or not mercy can coexist with justice.
Callbacks are set for Friday. That gives Ryan the rest of the
week to get his best bass-baritone game on.
“I booked three rehearsals with my voice teacher,” he tells
me as we walk back down to the band wing to wait for the bell
for homeroom. “I’m not taking any chances.”
“Good. If I have to watch that Jeff guy play Javert, I will
never forgive you.”
Ryan laughs, and the bright and airy sound of it is both a
joy and a relief. The fear and panic of Friday afternoon seem to
have vanished completely. He is back to being confident and
slightly contemptuous of all challengers to his musical-theater
throne, and while in general I don’t advocate contemptuousness nor find it at all an attractive quality, in this particular
circumstance I will take it and be happy, thank you very much.
Several of Ryan’s friends give him various forms of shoulder punches and fist bumps when he gives them the news, and
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Jorge actually hugs him, because Jorge is his best friend and
really gets how important this is.
Annie also hugs him, and then hugs me, and then hugs
Leticia and Diane, who themselves just give Ryan we told you so
looks over Annie’s curly, happy, hugging head. William arrives
and also accepts his hug from Annie, and then congratulates
Ryan when he learns what all the hugging is actually about.
The bell rings and Annie tells me she’ll see me later as
she dashes off to get a few last pre-homeroom minutes with
William. Ryan gives me an extra-long, extra-confident kiss
before heading off down the hall, and my heart is full of light
as I make my own way in the other direction. I don’t even
have to remind myself that this year is going to be awesome,
because it’s so obviously apparent. Sure, things got a little offkilter on Friday, but the universe has now righted itself and
I am certain once again that everything is going to be fine.
Whatever stupid tiny part of me keeps bracing for disaster
is, well, stupid, and it will see that it deserves nothing but to
cower in shame and embarrassment as the rest of us go on to
enjoy the wonderful and magical senior year that we deserve.
Smiling the smile of the fearlessly happy, secure in my
good feelings, I push the door open to the stairway, and I start
up the steps toward the third floor.
I am so securely feeling good that when the hand suddenly
grabs my shoulder from behind, I’m barely even alarmed.
But then I turn.
And I see that it is Aaron.
And that he is covered in blood.
And I know that my stupid tiny fearful part was right after
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all, dammit, and everything is about to go horribly, horribly
wrong.
“Aaron? What — ?” He shouldn’t be here. Someone else could
“Aaron?
walk into the stairway at any second.
I can’t stop staring at all the blood.
“Cyn. You’ve got to — my mistress, she’s —” He suddenly
whips his head around to look back over his shoulder, and that
is when I notice the flames and the smoke visible in the tiny
window of demon realm that I can see behind him.
“Aaron, just . . . just slow down. What’s wrong? What happened?”
He turns back to me, and the panic on his face makes me
want to throw up or run away or both. I’ve never seen him
like this. Aaron is a person who willingly became a demon’s
consort. Aaron is a person who loves demons, who enthusiastically went to live among them, who thrives on all the horrible
things that come with the demon world and who is apparently
very much enjoying his own slow metamorphosis into a more
demony version of himself with random fish-themed appendages and things. I cannot even begin to think of what might be
so bad that even Aaron is terrified.
But then I know, even before he says the words.
“He’s loose. He —”
I don’t wait to hear the rest. I fly up the stairs and race to
Annie’s homeroom.
I don’t stop to think as I burst through the door.
“Can I help you?” the teacher begins, but I talk right
over her.
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“Sorry — it’s an emergency.”
Annie’s face went white as soon as I came in. I grab her
hand and drag her back out into the hall with me over the
teacher’s increasingly loud and unhappy objections. I don’t
stop until we come to an empty classroom and I pull us both
inside.
“Cyn, what?”
I grab her by the shoulders and stare into her eyes. “Are
you okay? Are you — do you feel okay? Is everything . . . ?” I
don’t ask what I want to ask: Is Mr. Gabriel already back inside
your head? Is he making you think you’re in love with him again?
She shakes me off. “I felt fine until you came barging into
my homeroom with that look on your face. What happened?
Talk to me!”
“I just saw Aaron in the stairway.”
“Aaron?”
I realize I am stalling.
“Mr. Gabriel got out.”
Annie’s face goes to some new level of pale far beyond
what it already was. She is nearly translucent. She backs into a
chair and sits heavily down.
“Are you sure? How . . . ?”
I shake my head. “I don’t know. I didn’t stay for the details.
As soon as he said it I came to find you, to make sure —”
“I’m fine,” Annie says. She’s not fine, obviously, but she is
at least still here and not under any apparent demon mesmerization. I don’t think Mr. Gabriel could trick her in the same
way he did the first time, not now that she knows what he
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is, but she’s not immune like I am. He could still get to her
somehow.
But not if I can help it.
I grab her hand again. “Hold still. I’m going to share my
protection with you.” You should have been doing this already,
I scold myself silently. You should have known this would happen, you should have kept her protected from the second you knew
you could do it. But I know Annie wouldn’t have allowed it. You
can’t live your whole life bracing for the worst.
Except . . . clearly we should have been doing just that,
because . . . because . . .
I turn off my brain and close my eyes and focus on trying to extend my special protection to Annie in the way I did
at camp that time, making it so Mr. Gabriel couldn’t take
over any of my friends’ bodies like he so horribly took over
William’s for a few unbearable minutes. Annie lets me. She
might not want to live in fear, but she’s no dummy.
“I feel it,” she says as I open my eyes again. “Can you do
everyone else, too? Do you . . . have enough? I still don’t really
understand how it works.”
“Join the club,” I mutter. I should have been learning more
about it. I should have been figuring out how to use it more
effectively. How to use it to protect everyone I care about
when danger inevitably came around again.
How to use it as a weapon.
But I didn’t. I wanted to believe that I wouldn’t need to.
And now I’m caught unprepared.
Again.
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“Do you know where William’s homeroom is?”
Of course she does, and we stand outside the door beckoning until he makes an excuse to his teacher and comes out to
join us.
“This isn’t alarming at all,” William says to no one in particular as we whisk him frantically around the corner and out
of sight of the classroom.
Annie explains while I grab his hand and repeat the sharing procedure. William looks shaken, his former good humor
gone, and I don’t blame him — as Annie’s boyfriend, he knows
he’s a potential target for Mr. Gabriel.
“It’ll be okay,” Annie tells him earnestly. He nods in
response, but his face as he turns back toward his homeroom
looks anything but reassured.
Diane is the next closest, and then Leticia. By the time
we’re done with them, homeroom is just about over. I send
Annie back to her room — she’d left her books behind when I
abducted her — and continue on alone to find Ryan.
The bell rings just as I arrive, and I wait outside the door
for him to come out. But he does not come out. After the last
of the other kids file into the hall, I lean inside but the room is
empty.
The tight little ball of panic I had just barely been managing to keep under control begins to grow painfully inside me.
You should have come for him first.
But I couldn’t have. Annie was obviously the one I had
to check on first. She’s the one Mr. Gabriel wants more than
anything. He hates the rest of us, sure, especially me, but of
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course Annie would be his first priority. It never occurred to
me that he might —
Stop it.
Ryan could still be fine. He might have some perfectly normal reason for not being in homeroom.
I know he has math first period, so I swing by his classroom to see if he’s there. But I don’t expect to find him, and I
don’t. The ball of panic in my belly has swollen into something
bulging and awful and alive. I imagine it filled with bloated
panic beetles, all of them ready to punch through its paperthin panic membrane and crawl eagerly throughout my body,
leaving oozing trails of panic slime in their wake.
I take a breath and try to make myself stop imagining
horrible things and focus on what to do next.
He might still be fine. He really might still be fine. But I’m
having trouble putting any faith in that idea.
Resolutely, I turn and head for the library.
At the end of the summer, mostly as a joke, or at least
slightly as a joke, or maybe not as a joke at all but only our desperate attempt to reclaim some sense of sanity and control,
we agreed to make the school library the rendezvous point if
there was ever an in-school emergency of the demon-related
variety. It seemed both easy to remember and perfectly safe,
since the new librarian who took over after Mr. Gabriel left
transferred from another school and has a legitimate personal life and work history (we checked) and is absolutely not
a demon.
Entering the library still gives me the creeps, though.
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I force myself to walk calmly through the doors so as not
to alarm Mrs. Davenforth (Mr. Gabriel’s human successor),
but I needn’t have worried; she’s apparently busy with something elsewhere. One of her library monitors is sitting at the
circulation desk. He gives me a cursory glance and then goes
back to reading whatever book he’s got open in front of him. I
have to admit that Mr. Gabriel ran a far tighter ship when he
was the librarian. But the monitor’s lack of interest in library
visitors suits me just fine at the moment, and I start walking
between the bookshelves, looking for Ryan.
I find him sitting in one of the reading chairs at the very
back. I enjoy one nanosecond of relief that he’s here, but I
know better than to relax. The panic beetles are tracing complex lines and figures somewhere in my abdomen now. I feel
them readying themselves for the moment when the panic is
fully unleashed. They seem to sense it will be very soon.
“Ryan?” I ask softly. He is sitting very still. He doesn’t look
up when I speak. He is holding his left hand in his right, palm
up, and seems very engrossed by whatever he sees there.
I walk over and kneel beside his chair. He closes his hand
into a fist before I can get a look at it.
“I was hoping you’d think to come here,” he says. He’s still
not looking at me.
“Ryan, what happened? Did . . . did you see Aaron?” Maybe
Aaron went to find Ryan after I ran away from him in the stairway. That’s a thing that could have happened. It would explain
why Ryan decided to come here. How he knew there was an
emergency. But not so much the thing with his hand.
“Aaron? No. I — I saw Mr. Gabriel.”
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The panic beetles rejoice. I swallow hard and try not to let
them out.
“You saw him? He was here?”
“Not . . . not here, exactly.” He shakes his head. “I’m not
sure. I was about to go into homeroom and then I remembered
I’d left my math textbook in my locker. So I went back but
when I opened it, it wasn’t my locker inside, it was . . . it was
like that scene in the original Ghostbusters when Sigourney
Weaver opens the fridge and instead of milk and salami in
there it’s the Gatekeeper and the Keymaster prancing around.
Only in this case it was Mr. Gabriel.” He pauses, then adds, “He
wasn’t prancing around, though; he was just standing there.
Like he’d been waiting for me.”
I want to reach over and make him open his hand, but I’m
afraid to move.
“What did he do?”
“He laughed, mostly. He was kind of blurry, but I could
hear him laughing. And then he stopped laughing and he
reached out of the locker and did . . . something. . . .”
I swallow again. It feels like the beetles are crawling up my
throat now.
“Ryan, please let me see your hand.”
Both of his hands clench tighter for a second, but then he
opens his left hand and shows it to me.
There’s an angry red welt in the center of his palm. It’s
about the size of a quarter, but with rough, uneven edges, and
the skin there looks raw and delicate and painful. The color is
dark and crimson and terrifying.
“It’s kind of pulsing,” he says. “What do you think it is?”
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“I don’t know,” I say honestly. But whatever it is, it can’t be
good. “I’m going to try something,” I tell him. I close my eyes
and try to share my protection with him. A little late, the panic
beetles whisper, but I tell them to shut up. Maybe I can cancel
out whatever Mr. Gabriel did to him. I know I can do more
with my power than just use it as passive resistance. I just . . .
don’t really know how.
At least I’m getting better at the whole voluntary-sharing
procedure by this point. It’s not hard at all to take hold of my
power and push it gently outward toward Ryan. But whatever
Mr. Gabriel did to his hand doesn’t seem to be affected by my
ability. There’s no change; the dark-red mark remains just as
scary looking as before.
It is too late. Mr. Gabriel got to him first.
I give up and open my eyes. “Oh, Ryan. I’m so sorry. I
should have . . .”
I trail off, because there is no good way to finish that sentence. I had to go for Annie first. I see Ryan struggling with
wanting to tell me he understands but also totally not understanding. Because right now he has some crazy pulsing demon
wound in the center of his left palm, and there is no way that
that is any kind of okay. And it’s my fault, because Mr. Gabriel
would only come at Ryan to get to me.
Yes, I know, Ryan would already be dead if I hadn’t stopped
Mr. Gabriel in the first place. But . . . it’s hard to feel like that
matters now. All I know is that my boyfriend is in danger. And
I should have known this would happen. I should have been
prepared to stop it.
“Does it hurt?” I ask.
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“Not . . . exactly. It feels pretty weird, though.”
We fall silent again. I want to feel shocked and appalled
that we are facing demonic catastrophe once more, but somehow I can’t muster the appropriate emotional energy. And I’m
not shocked, of course. Not really. I’d been waiting for this ever
since Aaron told us that they were going to keep Mr. Gabriel
alive. I knew he wasn’t going to stay imprisoned forever. And I
knew he wasn’t done with us yet.
Aaron. “Crap. We need to talk to Aaron. I just left him
there — he was in pretty bad shape.”
“What else did he tell you other than that Mr. Gabriel
was out?”
“Not much. Something about his mistress, but he never
said all the words. He was a mess, Ryan. Covered in blood, and
so scared . . . also everything behind him seemed to be on fire.”
Ryan stares down at the reading-area carpet. “This sounds
pretty bad, huh?”
“Yeah.”
More silence. The bad kind, where there are things that
should be being said but aren’t. I take a breath.
“I think we need to call Peter.”
Ryan takes a breath of his own. “Yeah. Yeah, I know.”
There is so much unhappiness in those words.
Well, he may not like it, but Peter’s our best resource at
this moment. And I am not going to screw around when Mr.
Gabriel has already begun moving against us.
I get out my phone.
Peter answers on the first ring. “Did you break up?”
The sound I make in response to this is part laugh and part
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sigh and part scream. Ryan stares at me but I can’t even begin
to explain. “Not a good time for your nonsense,” I tell Peter.
“Something very bad is happening. Can you come?”
“Is it Mr. Gabriel?” His voice is immediately serious.
“Never mind; of course it is. He’s the only reason you’d be calling me. I’ll be there in a minute.”
“But aren’t you an hour —”
I can almost hear him rolling his eyes. “By car, sure. But
you do remember I’m a demon, right?”
Before I can answer, there’s a flash of light and Peter is
standing before us.
The library monitor, suddenly and inconveniently deciding
to do his job, sticks his head around the bookshelves to peer at
us. “Hey, no cell phones in the library, you guys.” He looks at
us suspiciously, no doubt wondering how Peter got in without
him noticing.
“Sorry, won’t happen again,” Ryan tells him. He glances at
me and I stick my phone back in my bag. Then he turns back to
the kid. “Now go away, please.”
“What are you doing back here? Does Mrs. Davenforth — ?”
“Study group,” Peter says with peculiar articulation. “We
have permission.”
“Oh!” the monitor kid says, instantly full of cheer and
free of suspicion. “Sorry to have disturbed you, then. Let me
know if you need anything! I’ll just be back at the circ desk.”
He smiles brightly at all of us, lingering a few extra seconds on
Peter, and then retreats back out of sight.
“Did you — ?” Ryan begins.
“Yup,” Peter says. “Now tell me what’s going on.”
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We tell him the very little that we know. When we mention Ryan’s hand, Peter steps forward and grabs Ryan’s wrist.
“Hey!” Ryan protests.
“Quiet.” Peter stares solemnly at Ryan’s palm for several
very long seconds. “This is really not good.”
“What is it?” I ask him.
Peter blows out a long, slow breath. He lets go of Ryan’s
wrist and doesn’t seem to notice the way Ryan wipes it against
his jeans as though to scrape off whatever Peter-germs it
might have caught during that brief contact.
“It’s . . . a curse. That’s probably the best word for it. A
mark of demon magic that’s been, um, embedded and set to
ignite.”
“Ignite?” Ryan asks in alarm.
“Not literally. Well, probably not.”
“Great,” Ryan mutters, staring at his palm again.
“Okay,” I say. “Okay, so how do we remove it? What do
we do?”
Peter looks at me, and my heart breaks a little at the
expression on his face.
“Only Mr. Gabriel can undo it,” he says. “I’m so sorry, Cyn.”
The panic beetles are ecstatic, but I refuse to acknowledge
them. “There must be some way to . . .” I trail off as he shakes
his head.
“There’s not. This is an ultimatum. He chose Ryan because
he knows you’ll do anything for him. And unlike Annie, he’s
expendable, at least as far as Mr. Gabriel is concerned. You
have to go down there. If you don’t, if you don’t go down
and find out what his terms are for undoing the curse, then
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whatever bad thing he’s implanted in your boyfriend’s hand
is eventually going to fulfill its evil purpose in a drastic and
horrible way.”
“Down where?” Ryan asks. He knows, though. We all know.
“He’s not going to deal with you up here,” Peter says,
answering Ryan’s question but only looking at me. “You have
to go to him.”
The stupid (but clearly not so stupid after all) tiny fearful
part of me is feeling entirely vindicated right now. There is a
big feeling of I told you so coming from deep inside my soul. I
give myself one short moment to indulge in silent outrage at
the incredible unfairness, to feel complete and utter fury that
Mr. Gabriel is doing this to me, to us, yet again.
And then I make all the vindicated and outraged and also
really, really sad parts of me shut up, and I try to prepare
myself for what is going to come next. Because of course Peter
(and therefore Mr. Gabriel) is right, and I will do whatever it
takes to save Ryan.
Which means I have to go back to the demon world. Much
sooner than I’d hoped. And under far worse circumstances
than I ever expected.
I am sure it goes without saying how much this totally,
totally sucks.
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