







Praise for

DANCE OF SHADOWS

“A wild dance that leaves you breathless, yet wanting more. I couldn’t put it down.”—Alex Flinn, New York Times bestselling author of Beastly and Diva

“Written so dynamically that the reader quickly becomes absorbed in the world of a highly competitive ballet academy combined with an occult element. … The author has cleverly combined both worlds so that this book has appeal for both teen boys and girls.” —VOYA

“The novel swerves between thriller territory …, coming-of- age angst …, and customary dancer rivalries. … Black pulls off an enticingly eerie conclusion.” —Publishers Weekly

“The mysteries and corruption hiding out in this dance academy unfold with the controlled grace of an arabesque.” —Justine magazine
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To Emily,
For hanging out at the vending machines with me
when we should have been learning how to do the splits


Contents

Prologue



Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven



Epilogue

Acknowledgments

Also by the Author


Prologue

In the harsh glare of the lights, Chloë’s shadow stretched across the stage. Her toes pointed and taut, her arms fluttering like wings, she arched her neck and watched as her own silhouette seemed to move without her …

A drop of sweat slid down her chest and seeped into the thin fabric of her leotard. There was no music. The room beyond was dark and empty, yet she could feel her master’s eyes on her. She tried not to tremble as she lifted her chin to meet his gaze. Slowly, she extended a long, slender leg into the air.

He rapped his staff on the floor. “Again.”

Chloë wiped her temples. The floor was speckled with sweat and blood from hours of practice, but still she took her position. On the choreographer’s count, the thirteen ballerinas around her began to flit in and out in cascades of white, their shoes pattering softly against the wood.

“One and two and three and four!”

And before she knew it, her feet were moving soundlessly across the stage. She dipped her head back, fanning her arms toward the light.

“Now rise!” he yelled as she thrust herself toward the circle of dancers, keeping in step. “Transcend your body! Your bones are hollow! Your feet are mere feathers!”

Chloë twirled, her back flexed into a crescent as the dancers flew past, their faces vacant, their feet moving so quickly they seemed to blur.

“Yes!” cried the choreographer, his smile wide and triumphant. “Yes!”

Chloë was dizzy and exhausted, her leotard damp with sweat, but she didn’t care. The routine was finally coming together. Her legs wove around each other with effortless grace, and her body followed, smooth and slippery, like a strip of satin gliding over the stage.

Letting herself go, she cocked her head back in a flush of rapture. Her chest heaved, and hot, thick air filled her lungs.

The other dancers reached for her, their faces a pale swirl. Chloë bowed out of their reach, dipping low and letting her fingertips graze the wooden floor. It felt strangely hot. The thin smell of smoke coiled around her, tickling her nose, and the choreographer’s voice grew distant and watery. The overhead lights seemed to flicker, casting eerie shadows against the walls.

A wave of heat rippled through her body. It was strange, unidentifiable—a hot presence spilling into her veins, making her head throb.

A string of whispers began to unravel in her mind, the voices too soft to understand. She jerked her head, trying to shake them off, but they melded into one another, foreign and indecipherable, growing louder, shriller.

Her eyes burned. The room swam with red. The ribbons of her pointe shoes tightened around her ankles. Without warning, her legs bent backward, as if boneless. Her arms cracked and swung over her head. Against her will, her chin jerked upward to face the overhead lights.

Mine, a voice said inside her head.

Chloë teetered, her legs trembling as she fought to maintain her balance. Using all her strength, she forced her lips to move. “No!” she screamed convulsively, and fell out of position.

The dancers stopped midstep, their faces empty and distorted. From somewhere in the darkness, the choreographer’s voice cut through the room. “That, my dear, was a fatal misstep.”

“What?” Chloë whispered. “How can—” But her words were consumed by a stifling breath of heat. It enveloped her, licking at her legs, and she twisted in pain as the presence took hold, her blood boiling as it pulsed through her fingers, her arms, her chest, until she was filled with an unbearable, burning ecstasy.

The colors around her sharpened until they were so bright they burned her eyes. Something screeched in her ears—a shrill, deafening cry that she suddenly recognized as her own voice.

She blazed into a brilliant, coruscating light, her body dissolving into ash.


Chapter One

With a swish, her mother opened the curtains, letting the afternoon sun stream into the room.

Vanessa shielded her eyes. “Mom, please.”

“There’s nothing wrong with a little sunshine.” Mrs. Adler pursed her lips as she stood back to observe. “Besides, it kills the germs. Who knows how properly this place has been cleaned.” She dug inside her purse and withdrew a small bottle of Purell, squeezing a dollop into her palm. “Bacteria, be gone!”

Vanessa couldn’t help but laugh, and then she let her eyes wander.

It was a simple dorm room, sparsely furnished with two beds, two desks, and two dressers. The walls were painted a pale yellow. A long mirror nailed to the back of the closet door reflected the unpacked boxes that littered the floor. The other half of the room was already decorated in loud, bright colors: movie posters, patchwork pillows, shoes and clothes spilling from the closet, but Vanessa’s roommate was nowhere to be found.

Outside the open door, the hallway was bustling with chatter—girls laughing and gossiping about their summers, parents arguing while they squeezed heavy trunks through the corridor, little sisters spinning like delirious ballerinas.

Vanessa had once been that little sister, though she could barely remember the last time dancing had made her smile. She blew a wisp of red hair from her face and glanced at her father, who gave her a sympathetic shrug.

“Something’s missing.” Her mother moved a small vase from one side of the nightstand to the other. “That’s better,” she said, though it looked the same to Vanessa.

Her father sighed, and when his wife wasn’t watching, he rolled his eyes at Vanessa. She laughed.

“What’s funny?” her mother asked sternly.

Vanessa bit her lip. “Just thinking about something from the past.”

“The past is nothing,” her mother said, a slight quiver in her voice. “Focus on the future.” She ruffled the edge of the duvet and ran a hand across her forehead, as if trying to erase the fine lines of stress and worry that had formed there over the past few years. “Of course, being here doesn’t help.”

There was a knock on the door. A girl with an upbeat pony-tail stood in the hall, holding a clipboard.

“Yes?” Vanessa’s mother said.

“Hi. I’m looking for Vanessa Adler?”

Vanessa took a step toward the door, but her mother didn’t budge.

“I’m her mother, Mrs. Adler. And you are?”

“Oh, I’m Kate, the resident adviser.” The girl tried to peer into the room. “I wanted to welcome Vanessa to the New York Ballet Academy.”

“Resident adviser? There’s only one of you?”

“There are two of us, actually,” Kate said cheerfully. Her eyes were bright and blue, her hair light brown with blond highlights. “I’m in charge of the freshman girls, and Ben is in charge of the boys.”

Mrs. Adler frowned. “I think I misunderstood you. You’re trying to tell me that you are the only person watching over the freshman girls?”

Vanessa winced, and Kate flashed her an understanding look before giving Mrs. Adler a reassuring smile. “I am. But I promise you—”

Mrs. Adler cut her off. “Do you realize that there are only twenty dancers Vanessa’s age admitted each year to the New York Ballet Academy?”

“I do—” Kate said.

“And that fifteen is a very impressionable age?”

Vanessa felt her face grow hot.

“I know. I was fifteen not that long ago—” Kate began to say.

“That’s exactly my point!” Mrs. Adler raised her hands in the air. “You’re barely older than Vanessa. How can you always know where she is and whom she’s spending time with? That she’s doing her schoolwork and practicing her dance routines, when there are dozens of distractions surrounding her? Manhattan preys on naive young girls.”

The entire room seemed to take a breath, including Mrs. Adler, who clutched the side of the dresser, fanning her neck. For a moment, Vanessa wished that her father would step in and tell her mother that she was out of line—but that wasn’t how things were with her parents. Her mother was the one who gave the instructions; her dad merely followed them.

“I’m sorry,” her mother said, composing herself. “I’m just worried about her.” She turned to Vanessa. “I understand the need to dance. Really, I do; I was the same way. But are you absolutely sure you want to be here? Because there are other things out there, an entire world—”

“Mom, I’ll be fine. Stop worrying.”

They had already had this conversation—many, many times. Her mother wanted her to stay home, to go to public school back in Massachusetts. But Vanessa wanted … well, it wasn’t so much about what she wanted to do. It was about what she needed to do.

And that was to be here. At the New York Ballet Academy. The same school that Margaret had gone to.

It had taken months of fighting and persuading her mom to say yes once the acceptance letter had arrived. The fact that Vanessa had been offered a full-tuition scholarship hadn’t hurt. “The most talented dancer we had audition,” the admissions officer had said. “Must run in the family.”

Eventually Mrs. Adler had succumbed to the pressure.

Vanessa gave Kate an apologetic shrug, hoping her mother’s diatribe hadn’t already destroyed her reputation. Being an outcast in a class with only ten boys and ten girls wasn’t exactly the fresh start that she wanted. But to Vanessa’s surprise, Kate gave her a wink and turned toward her mother.

“Manhattan is an exciting place,” Kate said, a cacophony of honking cars in the street below emphasizing her point. “And while I can’t promise to know what Vanessa is doing all of the time, I can say that we do everything in our power to make sure our students are safe and happy. There are curfews and lockdowns, and for the most part, everyone here is so busy that there’s barely any time to experience the city at all.”

Mrs. Adler seemed to relax. “Good.”

“Great.” Kate tucked her clipboard under one arm. “Well, I’ll leave you to your unpacking. Vanessa, I’ll see you during orientation, which is in the main studio at Juilliard, on the third floor, in two hours. If you have any other questions, I’ll be floating around.”

Mrs. Adler glanced at Vanessa, then stepped into the hall. “I do have a few more questions,” she said to Kate, following her down the hallway.

Once they were out of earshot, Vanessa shook her head, letting her wild red hair flail about her face. “Well, that was insane.”

Her father smiled and wiped the sweat from his forehead. He was a handsome man, with strong, startling features that Vanessa had inherited, along with his height and fiery hair, though his had ripened to a distinguished auburn. She wasn’t a delicate flower like her mother or her sister, Margaret, and that was partially why she was such an astonishing dancer. No one expected her to be weightless, but when she leaped into a grand jeté, she seemed to float with an ethereal lightness, her feet tiptoeing across the stage as she transformed herself into a white swan, a sleeping princess, or a Sugar Plum Fairy, her shock of red hair flashing beneath the lights like electricity.

He rolled up his shirtsleeves and reached for one of the ballet slippers on her dresser, letting its ribbons slip through his fingers. It looked impossibly small in his palm. “Ness, you know if you aren’t happy here, you can tell me.”

A group of girls walked past the doorway, chatting and giggling. Vanessa bit her lip, wishing she wanted to be here as much they did. The New York Ballet Academy was the premier dance school in the country. She should want to be here, but her heart had never been in it, at least not until recently. It was her older sister, Margaret, who loved ballet, who counted steps in her sleep and dreamed of being onstage. Vanessa was just following in her footsteps.

Yet somehow, all through middle school, she had found herself spending more time practicing barre exercises than seeing her friends. A part of her wanted nothing more than to go to a public high school, eat a cheeseburger with her friends without feeling guilty, and date a guy who didn’t own tights or spandex. There was a time when she thought that might be possible, but it had quickly slipped away after things fell apart with Margaret.

Vanessa sighed. “You know I can’t leave.” She glanced at the door. “I know it’s hard for her, but she isn’t the only one who lost somebody.”

“She’s scared for you. She doesn’t like this place.” Her father put the shoe back on the dresser with care.

“Don’t worry, Dad. It’s just a school,” Vanessa said.

“I know that. But your mother, she believes … well, you know what she thinks. She’d rather you be anywhere else. I support your being here if you think that’s what is best for you. But if things get too much for you to handle, you can always come home. Choose a different path.”

Dad gave a lopsided smile and patted Vanessa on the shoulder. She understood what he was saying, but what other path was there? Her grandmother had been a principal ballerina, her mother had been a principal ballerina, and Margaret had been one of the most promising students the school had ever seen.

Until she’d disappeared three years ago.

Vanessa could still remember when they got the phone call. It was February, and snow was falling over Massachusetts, floating past their kitchen window while she and her parents ate dinner. Her sister had run away, the program adviser had told her mother. “She fell in with the wrong crowd,” he’d added. “The pressures of ballet sometimes lead girls in the wrong direction, no matter how hard we try to prevent it.”

Her parents dropped Vanessa off with her grandparents that night and drove to New York to search for Margaret. By day, they worked with the police; by night, they wandered the city, combing its darkest and most desolate corners. After a few weeks, her father returned to work, joining his wife on weekends.

Six months later, her parents gave up the search and moved back home to take care of their remaining daughter. Margaret’s belongings were stored in the garage.

Vanessa wanted to believe that Margaret was still out there somewhere, laughing with friends, living a fantasy life as a normal teenager.

Then they got a final package in the mail from the New York Ballet Academy: Margaret’s school ID, a leotard that still gave off her faint floral scent, and a battered pair of pointe shoes, all of which had been in her studio locker when they packed the rest of her things. Vanessa’s mother cried when she opened the box and saw Margaret’s initials scratched into the soles, an old pair that Margaret had kept because they’d been a gift from her teacher back in Massachusetts. “What if she’s dead?” her mother whispered, uttering the thought that had been haunting all of them.

Vanessa sat down and rested her head on her mother’s shoulder. “Maybe she just doesn’t need these anymore.” She refused to believe her sister was gone.

After that, while Vanessa and her father tried to resume their lives, her mother barely left her bed for an entire month. She stopped showering and dressing; she left her food untouched; she even refused to listen to classical music. That’s when Vanessa knew it was bad.

So one dreary Friday, she slipped her ballet shoes out of the closet and tiptoed into the master bedroom, where her mother was curled, unmoving, beneath the sheets. And as the rain trickled down the windowpanes, Vanessa performed, letting all of the grief pour out of her until she could feel nothing but the raw thumping of her heart.

Slowly, her mother sat up.

Soon, she was driving Vanessa to ballet lessons the way she’d always done, until one day Vanessa announced she was applying to the New York Ballet Academy. Her mother was shocked. She loved watching Vanessa dance, but never thought Vanessa loved it enough to follow in Margaret’s footsteps. They had closed that chapter of their lives, she’d said.

But Vanessa hadn’t. With her father’s help, she applied to the same school Margaret had disappeared from, because she was determined not only to dance but to find her sister. She had to be here—in this school, in this life that had once belonged to her mother and to Margaret.

Now her father pulled over a box and sat down next to Vanessa. “I’m serious,” he said. “I know you’re a talented dancer. I just want to make sure you’re happy too.”

“I am happy,” Vanessa said. Sort of, she told herself. Happiness was always complicated.

“Who’s happy?” her mother asked, startling them both as she slipped through the door, dabbing her eyes with a linen hankie. She was always doing that, sneaking up on people, an omnipresent force in Vanessa’s life.

“I am,” Vanessa said. “I’m happy to be here.”

“Of course you are,” her mother said sadly. “It’s the most elite ballet school in the world.” She forced a smile. “I just visited Margaret’s old room.” Her voice cracked, and Vanessa’s father wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “Promise me you won’t ever take any drugs. Not even aspirin. I don’t care how much your feet hurt.”

“You don’t have to worry about that,” Vanessa said. Other girls, she knew, used painkillers, but her feet were so numb and calloused that she could probably drive a nail through her toe and not feel it.

A short while later, after a final cleanup of empty boxes, her father gave her a long, tight hug. “Call me if you need anything. Anything,” he whispered. “Even if it’s just to chat.”

Caught off guard by the softness in her father’s voice, Vanessa relaxed into his arms. This was it, she realized, breathing in the scent of his aftershave. Only now had it sunk in that she wasn’t going home with them. Vanessa pressed her cheek against his lapel. “I will.”

“All right,” her mother said. “It’s my turn.” And before Vanessa knew what was happening, her mother pulled her to her chest and squeezed, burying her face in Vanessa’s hair. “Oh, I’m going to miss you,” her mother said, rocking slightly as she held her. “You’re going to be wonderful. I just know you are.”

Vanessa allowed her arms to slip around her mother’s slender body. “Thanks, Mom.”

And suddenly, as if she had realized what she was doing, her mother released her and stepped back, smoothing her skirt and wiping her eyes with a tissue. “We should be off,” she said briskly.

Vanessa watched as her parents disappeared into the hallway. Now what? She picked up a small box resting by her bed. Nestled inside were Margaret’s pointe shoes, their ribbons coiled around the worn pink satin. Gently, she traced the rough lines of her sister’s initials on the soles. Just as she tucked them into her closet, a girl burst through her door.

“Was that your mom? Crazy lady who busted into my room without knocking? Who kept talking about someone named Margaret?” She was tall and lean, with dark-brown skin, sharp green eyes, and a hint of a smile.

“I’m sorry,” Vanessa apologized. “If it makes you feel any better, she’s been doing that to me for years.”

“Damn. And I thought my mom was bad.”

Vanessa bit her lip. “She didn’t touch any of your stuff, did she?”

The girl pulled back her thick hair with a clip. “No, she just stood there and, like, vibrated. For a minute I thought she was going to sit on my bed, but I told her what’s what before she got the chance. I might’ve made her cry.”

“No, that wasn’t you,” Vanessa said, shaking her head. “She cries a lot these days.” She paused. “I’m Vanessa, by the way.”

“Vanessa? So who’s Margaret?”

“My older sister. She used to go here … but now she doesn’t.”

The girl’s eyes twinkled. “I’m Steffie.”

“Great story.” Another girl popped her head in. “And I’m TJ,” the new girl said with a grin. “Your roommate.”

She had big doe eyes and freckles. A tangled nest of curly brown hair was pinned on top of her head, a few stray ringlets bouncing around her face. “It’s short for Tammy Jessica, but I think that’s too girly. TJ’s better, don’t you think?”

Vanessa nodded. “I guess so.”

“Define ‘better,’” said Steffie.

“Nice to meet you too.” TJ sat on her bright-blue bedspread. For a dancer, she had a generous frame. “I’m reinventing myself now that I’m here. Like I said: TJ. The T can stand for, like, tough as nails. And the J for … jazz. Or whatever. But that’s who I am now. Going forward.”

Vanessa smiled. The idea of a new beginning certainly was nice. TJ’s name matched her image: she wore no makeup, not even eyeliner. Her features seemed expressive enough already.

“I’m from the city,” TJ said, as if there were only one. “The Upper East Side. I could have just lived at home, but I wanted to get away from my parents. They’re lawyers. Prillar & Prillar, so that’s what our house is like. Always talking, talking, talking.” She rolled her eyes. “It’s going to be nice to be away from that.”

Vanessa had to hide her smile. Talking, talking, talking. “Prillar?” she said. “Like the Prillar who’s on the board of directors of NYBA?”

Steffie turned her head. “You didn’t tell me that, TJ.”

TJ replied, “Why would I? That didn’t have anything to do with me getting in.”

“Of course not,” said Steffie. “I didn’t mean to imply—”

But TJ just laughed. “I know. So where are you from, Vanessa? No, wait. Let me guess. California. No, Vermont.”

“Close,” Vanessa said. “Massachusetts.”

Catching Vanessa eyeing the pile of clothes by her bed, TJ said, “Don’t worry. I’m not this messy all the time.”

Vanessa laughed. “Neither am I.”

“Enough about your messy clothes,” Steffie said. “I can’t believe we get to go to school in Manhattan. How cool is that?”

“The city that never sleeps,” TJ said.

“Where the sidewalks are paved with gold!” Steffie said. “Or is that Hollywood?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Vanessa said. “The point is, we’re lucky.”

“First thing I’m doing tomorrow morning is going to Times Square,” Steffie said, pushing TJ aside and flopping down on the bed beside her.

“Ugh,” TJ said. “The first thing I’m doing tomorrow is not going
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