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 If you’ve ever had your trust broken so badly

You asked yourself, “What’s the point?”

Then this book is for you.
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 Prologue: Now

Xander Atwood hated heights. Always had. Ever since he was a kid and chickened out of jumping off the high diving board at the community pool ​— ​much to the irritation of the kids behind him, who had to make way as he climbed down the ladder, shamefaced ​— ​Xander staunchly preferred for the ground to be within easy reach. Going to the top floor of buildings was fine, as long as it wasn’t in one of those funky glass-walled elevators. Driving over bridges gave him fits. Airplanes were right out. Let others soar with the eagles; Xander was perfectly content with an ant’s-eye view.

So the fact that he was leaning over the balcony railing of his parents’ apartment building, thirty floors above the street, was a very big deal.

“So,” he said. “Want to talk about it?”

“Not really,” replied Death.


 Part One

THE MÖBIUS STRIP

Möbius strip: a one-sided surface that is constructed from a rectangle by holding one end fixed, rotating the opposite end through 180 degrees, and joining it to the first end.


—Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary
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A sound, like the screech of tires—or maybe the boom of a door slamming shut. Impact, then echoes of contact, then nothing.

And then, a beep.

And another.

And again, until the beeping became an insistent shrill.

And then . . .


 Xander

Xander Atwood woke with a start. He inhaled quickly, as if he’d forgotten that he’d been holding his breath, and he swatted his alarm clock until he hit the Off button. The shrilling beep stopped midshriek. An echo lingered, weighing the air with frantic urgency, but it quickly faded until all Xander heard was the soft, electric hum of the clock. He exhaled slowly, then grinned. Today was the big day.

He was finally going to ask Riley out.

Xander hopped out of bed and ducked into the shower. As he shampooed, he went over the plan: During fifth period, when they were both in the library for study hall, he’d casually mention that he was going to grab some pizza after school, and maybe Riley would like to join him. Okay, so maybe it wasn’t exactly a date, but it was a start.

All Xander had to do was not vomit all over his sneakers, then he’d be set.

No problem. He’d be fine. Calm. Cool. Not at all freaked out from the thought of talking to Riley Jones.

His belly flipped.

Maybe he shouldn’t eat breakfast, just in case.

Five minutes later, he was grabbing his clothing. Definitely the royal blue T-shirt, the one that made the blue in his eyes pop. He’d heard Riley mention in passing that there’s nothing better than gorgeous eyes, so Xander wanted to play that up. His friend Ted would bust a gut if he knew that Xander was obsessing over what to wear, but hey, Ted wasn’t the one who was going to be asking Riley out for pizza.

Which Xander would absolutely not be too nervous to eat.

He got dressed, then looked in the mirror and frowned at the fresh crop of pimples on his brow. Thank God for long hair. Xander busted out the gel and spent ten minutes working on his hair until he got it to that perfect style, the one that looked like he spent no time on his hair and also managed to hide the zits.

He could practically hear Ted’s guffaws as he told Xander that he was being such a girl. Of course Ted would say that; he never worried about anything. Ted was strictly a play-it-by-ear sort of guy, whereas Xander liked to plan his spontaneity. Could he help it if he had a thing for details?

Xander glanced at the clock. He had about five minutes before he had to leave, twenty if he didn’t want to stop at Dawson’s for coffee before school. More than enough time for him to practice his smile.

Yikes—way too much tooth.

He tried again. Now he looked like he was constipated.

Third time was the charm. Smiling his winning smile, he launched into his Asking-Riley-Out-But-Not-Really question. After a few tries, he thought he nailed the inflection, making it sound like he was interested but not too interested. He figured Riley would answer in one of four ways.

 


Scenario 1: All Goes Well


XANDER: Hey, Riley, I’m gonna grab some pizza after school. Want to come?


RILEY: Sure! Hey—are you wearing contacts, or are your eyes really that blue?


 


Scenario 2: Delayed Gratification


XANDER: Hey, Riley, I’m gonna grab some pizza after school. Want to come?


RILEY: Thanks, wish I could, but I can’t today. I’ve got track.


XANDER: Maybe another time.


RILEY: That would be great. Hey—are you wearing contacts, or are your eyes really that blue?


 


Scenario 3: Could Be Worse Somehow


XANDER: Hey, Riley, I’m gonna grab some pizza after school. Want to come?


RILEY: No.


 


Scenario 4: Kill Me Now


XANDER: Hey, Riley, I’m gonna grab some pizza after school. Want to come?


RILEY: . . . Sorry, do I know you?


 


He thought those possibilities covered the bases. Even though part of him was terrified that Riley would opt for either scenario 3 or 4—thus the potential for puking—the rest of him focused on having a 50 percent chance of either scenario 1 or 2 coming to pass. Fifty-fifty: That was a flip of a coin.

He spotted his pile of change on his nightstand, and he plucked a bright penny from the top of the heap.

“Heads,” he said, then tossed the coin high. He caught it, slapped it onto the back of his hand, and took a look.

Heads.

He flipped it again. Heads.

Once more for good luck—and again, it was heads.

Grinning like a fool, Xander pocketed the coin. Yeah, today was the day. His lucky day. He felt it.

He stuffed his backpack for the day’s classload: his evil math textbook, massive enough to be a doorstopper; his equally massive but less evil philosophy textbook; his sketchbook, along with his set of pencils and two erasers; his overstuffed, overworked looseleaf binder. Finally, he plucked a novel off his nightstand—Gaiman and Pratchett’s Good Omens, which he was rereading for the gazillionth time—and jammed it into his backpack. He grabbed his wallet and his phone, made sure he had his keys, and then he quietly headed down the hall. Xander took pains to walk softly, because he didn’t want to wake his mom; she hadn’t been sleeping well since her very pregnant belly had started entering a room before the rest of her. He didn’t worry about waking his dad; that man slept like the dead. Then Xander was out the door and on his way.

The entire time he walked to Dawson’s Pizza, he played and replayed the possible scenarios of him (kinda sorta not really) asking Riley out. By the time he got to the pizzeria—open for breakfast starting at the crack of dawn—he was feeling thoroughly nauseated. What if Riley laughed at him? Or worse: What if Riley pitied him?

What if the answer wasn’t just No, but Hell No?

He squeezed the penny in his pocket and told himself to stop worrying. Today was his lucky day.

He walked into Dawson’s and waved to a handful of guys clumped around tables, but the group he was looking for was off in the corner by the window, basking in the morning spotlight. There was Ted, darkly casual, all lean good looks and radiating mischief, smiling wickedly as he tried to steal a homefry. Across from him, petite Suzie slapped his hand away and stuck out her tongue. Next to her, Izzy laughed and shook her head, her sloppy ponytail swinging across her shoulders.

Xander grinned. The table changed daily, but the group was always the same: the four of them, kicking off the school day at the pizzeria. Life was good. He bought a large coffee and a breakfast special, then headed over to join them.

“Hey,” he said as he slid onto the bench next to Ted.

“Hey,” said Ted and Izzy.

“Morning, Zan,” Suzie said around a yawn.

“Boring you already?”

“Sorry. Up all night studying. Got a constitutional law test, and then debate team after school.”

Xander grinned. “I’m sure you’re gonna do great when you fall asleep in the middle of proving your point. Ow.” That last was after Suzie kicked him.

“That’s why I don’t study,” said Izzy. “I need my rest.”

“You girls and your beauty sleep,” Ted said, grinning big enough to blind.

Izzy smiled sweetly. “Don’t make me kick your ass before breakfast.”

“You soccer girls are all so scary.”

“I wanna be scary,” Suzie said with a pout.

“Your GPA terrifies me,” said Xander, sipping coffee. “Hey!”

Ted flashed him that blinding grin, then took a bite from half of Xander’s breakfast-special sandwich.

“He’s practicing to be a starving actor,” Suzie said, glaring at Ted.

“Not so starving.” Xander took a bite of his remaining sandwich. “I licked the bagel on that side, by the way.”

“Knew it tasted off this morning,” Ted said around a mouthful of special. “Here I thought it was because they don’t use real eggs in the egg sandwiches.”

Izzy snorted. “That’s what you get for ordering eggs in a pizzeria.”

“Someone should tell management they need to do pizza for breakfast.”

“Egg pizza?”

Suzie made a face. “Ew. Hey, nice shirt, Zan. Makes your eyes real blue.”

“Thanks,” Xander said happily.

“Okay,” Ted said. “You look like you’re about to burst into song. What’s up?”

Xander grinned hugely. “Today’s the day,” he said, feeling like he could fly. “I’m gonna ask Riley out.”

Ted, Izzy, and Suzie exchanged a look, then the three of them cracked up.

“What?” Xander said, perturbed. “I am. Really.”

“Even if I believed you, which, for the record, I don’t,” said Suzie, “your timing is terrible.”

“Why?”

Izzy laughed. “You really don’t know? Riley’s got mono.”

Xander’s heart sank to his toes. “Aw, man.”

“You’re such a bad stalker,” Izzy said, wagging a finger at him. “It was all over Facebook this morning.”

“That explains why he didn’t know,” said Suzie. “Love you, Zan, but you’re social-networkly inept.”

Ted was still chuckling. “Kissing disease. Good thing you haven’t asked Riley out yet, or you’d be down for the count too. Oh, wait, no you wouldn’t—you’d never kiss the Amazingly Perfect Riley Jones.”

“He’d be too busy worshiping the very ground the Amazingly Perfect Riley Jones walks on,” Suzie agreed.

“Too amazingly perfect for him to ever ask out,” said Ted.

“Ah, it’s just the universe’s way of telling me to wait,” said Xander, sighing.

Ted snorted. “Spoken like the deluded lovestruck fool that you are!”

“The universe doesn’t need to tell you anything,” said Suzie, nibbling a homefry. “You’ve waited for . . . how many years now? Two? Three? You’ve got the waiting thing down pat.”

“Seriously,” said Izzy. “Just ask Riley out already. You know, once the whole mono thing is history.”

Ted nodded. “What they said.”

“I will.” Xander took the penny out of his pocket and flipped it. It came up heads. “I swear it on my lucky penny.”

Ted declared, “All hail the lucky penny!”

They all said, “All hail!”

Xander grinned and took another bite of breakfast. “So today’s not the day,” he said, tucking the penny into his pocket. “That’s okay. I’ve got time.”


 Death

“But I need more time! There’s so much I still have to do!”

Like he’d never heard that one before. “Sorry, Perry,” he said. “This is what you get. But hey, you’ve done a lot with your life in the time that you’ve had.”

Perry—or, more accurately, the essence that most recently had been Perry Thomas—stared at him for a moment, then shook his head and sighed. “I guess. If you say so.”

“I do,” he said cheerfully.

“Aw, man.” Perry looked down at his body, which was sprawled on the ground just outside the bookshop where he worked. “At least it happened before the store opened. The customers would’ve totally freaked, what with me having a heart attack right there in front of them. That’s what it was, right? My heart?”

“In the end,” he said, “it always comes down to heart failure, one way or another.”

“Yeah, I can see that. Man, Kevin is gonna lose it.” Perry sighed again. “He’ll find me dead on the ground, and he’ll absolutely lose it.”

“Kevin is a strong guy. He’ll be fine.”

Perry darted a look at him. “You know him?”

“I know everyone.”

“Oh.” Perry looked back at his corpse. “Wish I could’ve done more with my life.”

“There’s much for you to be proud of. Your life impacted many others. The stories you’ve told to your customers, and sold to your customers, left impressions that became inspirations. And the homemade herbal teas you sold to them have comforted many.”

Perry’s nose twitched. “I didn’t get a chance to mix the tea.”

He sensed the regret, so he waited.

“Kevin was finally gonna teach me how to make some of his teas, you know? The special ones that’ve been in his family forever. For the longest time, I just couldn’t mix the herbs the right way, so he’d mix everything and put ’em into their sachets and tell me to add water. And that was fine. I mean, I’d been working here in the store for two years, and I was cool about not being able to make the homemade teas. We all have things we can’t do, right?”

He nodded.

“But then last week, I woke up and I said to myself, I’m done with not knowing how to make the tea. I’m gonna learn how to mix those herbs, and Kevin is gonna be proud.” Perry laughed quietly and shook his head. “I don’t know why learning to do it suddenly became so important. It’s just tea. But it’s like I had a new goal. And Kevin was proud that I wanted to learn how to do it right. He was. He’s real picky about those teas.”

“All artists are picky about their work.”

“It sounds silly, hearing me say it out loud, but I was looking forward to him showing me how to do it.”

“That doesn’t sound silly at all.”

“It’s just tea.”

“But it mattered to you.”

Perry sighed. “Yeah. It really did.” He dug into his pocket and pulled out a coin. He squeezed it for a moment, then looked up at him. “I’ve got this to give to you. But could I make you a cup of tea first? Just to see if I could have done it?”

He smiled, delighted. “Homemade tea would hit the spot.”

And so, in the early hours of the morning, the police milled around a body found outside a bookshop while Death and a dead man sat inside the store and shared a pot of tea. They were both pleased to discover that it was not at all bitter.

***

Lynn Tyler was bitter. “But I’m only twenty-six! This can’t be it!”

“Define ‘it,’” he said.

“It. Over. Finished. Done. The end.” She kicked her body, or would have, had her foot not ghosted through the flesh. “Dead!”

“I’m afraid that this is it, then. You’re dead.”

She stared at her corpse, at the splayed limbs by the foot of the stairs. “All because I didn’t want to wait for that stupid elevator. I was running late, so I ran down the stairs.”

“Exercise is healthy,” he said. “Well. Usually.”

“It was that loose heel again, wasn’t it? I thought I heard it snap, right before I fell. I was going to fix it. I was,” she insisted, turning to face him. “Let me fix it, and I promise I’ll be more careful! I’ll slow down!”

“You wouldn’t have fixed it,” he said patiently. “And you never would have slowed down. Between work and school and socializing, you barely had time for sleep. You squeezed more into each day than many do in a month.”

“Yeah, and for what? I didn’t even get to take the bar.” She kicked through the corpse again. “All that work, and all I got out of it was bills and exhaustion. I’m pathetic.”

“Of course you’re not. You lived your life. You pursued a dream. You wanted to be a prosecutor, someone who helped make those who hurt others pay for their crimes. It was a noble calling.”

“But I didn’t get the chance to do it!” She looked at him again, pleading. “A second chance. You can do that, can’t you?”

“I could,” he agreed.

“Please. Please. I’ll do anything.” She fell to her knees. “Anything you want. Just give me more time.”

“This life is done, Lynn.”

“But you could give it back!” she screamed, tearing her hair. “You said you could!”

“I can. But I won’t. Rules,” he said, shrugging.

“There has to be a loophole. There are always loopholes!”

He didn’t bother replying. There were loopholes, of course; he was the one who had put the rules in place. But either people knew the loopholes or they didn’t. He wasn’t about to teach them. So he shrugged again, and gave her another minute—roughly speaking; time was relative for him—to rage over the unfairness of it all. And when her anger finally played itself out, he said gently, “Come, Lynn. It’s time.”

Lynn was crying now, her sobs filling the narrow stairwell. “It’s so unfair.”

“If you say so.”

Sniffling, she took one more look at herself—the splayed limbs, the snapped neck. Her corporate-chic skirt had bunched up when she’d landed, and she tried to nudge the hem back into place. Her hands passed through the clothing, through her body, and she sobbed harder.

He reached over and tugged the hem until the skirt protected her modesty.

She tried to say “Thank you,” but the words stuck in her throat. Even so, he knew her intent—he always knew their intent—and he said, “You’re welcome.”

With a trembling hand, she offered him a coin. He accepted it somberly and tucked it into a pocket. “Ready for what’s next?”

Sniffling, she nodded.

He took her hand, and then Lynn Tyler moved on.

***

He inhaled souls; he exhaled lives.

He breathed, and the world turned.

Another breath; another death. Every ending was personal; every encounter, unique. He knew them all, better than they knew themselves.

And they all knew him.

Ruben Morris (76, third and final heart attack) was devastated that he was going to miss his grandson’s wedding in three months’ time. With a sigh, he kissed his wife—who was so busy shrieking at the paramedics to keep trying to resuscitate him that she didn’t feel the chill upon her cheek—and then fished a coin out of his pocket. “It is what it is,” he said to his wife, who couldn’t hear him, and then he offered the coin to Death, the Pale Rider.

Mohammed Hassan (68, kidney failure) was surrounded by family and friends as he whispered, “I bear witness that there is no god but Allah,” and after he died he gave thanks for a gentle death, even as he gave Death a coin.

Huang Mei (102, old age) was pleased to have died a five-blossoms death—she had been married, had a son, was respected in her community, had a loving grandson, and died in her sleep after a long life. She dropped to her knees and bowed, knocking her head to the floor nine times before she presented him with a coin.

Ramesh Ravi (56, lung cancer), with his wife and two sons by his side, died with the mantra Aum Namah Shivaya in his ear and the taste of milk on his lips. His heart full, he touched Death’s feet and gave him a coin.

Frances Caprio (66, Alzheimer’s) was worried that she had died before giving her last confession, but he assured her that last rites had been performed. Grateful, she smiled as she presented him with a coin.

José Martinez (82, influenza) had a last request: “Como yo te amo” had just come on the radio, and he asked if they could wait until the song was over. Less than three minutes later, he smiled as he presented his coin and thanked him profusely.

***

“You’re such a sap,” the pale steed said after José moved on.

“I’m patient,” Death corrected.

“You say tomato . . .”

He smiled. “It is what it is.”

***

Not all of them moved on right away. Not all of them were ready.

Some were angry. Shelley Silber (23) wanted to haunt the drunk driver who had slammed into her car; Lincoln Archer (18) wanted to wreak havoc after learning he’d been cut down by a stray bullet. He tended to let the angry ones work out their issues before they moved on—and not because he was a sap, no matter what his steed said. Human essences remembered pain, clung to it as they moved on. It made things messy in the long run. Dying was messy enough; why bring that baggage with them?

Many were scared. Franco Coppola (82, liver failure) had been a thief for most of his life, and now he didn’t know if that was going to make him burn for eternity. Golda Siegel (63, stroke) had poisoned her philandering husband years ago, and now she was certain he was waiting for her. Timmy Jones (8, leukemia) didn’t want to move on without his parents to keep him safe. Li Feng (one month, sudden infant death syndrome) was terrified of being alone forever.

Some were tired. The ones who’d lived their lives and had made their peace with dying were usually pleasant, even friendly. The ones who’d died after a debilitating illness tended to welcome him. There were the ones who had been used and abused by the world, and he sympathized with them even as he accepted their coins.

And then there were those who had lost hope somewhere along the way, the ones who, after a long and dark desperation, had finally given up—the ones who had stopped living long before they stopped breathing.

All of them had stories to tell before they moved on.

And so he listened, and he gave them all what they needed.

***

He listened to the oak tree’s song of its life, a chorus for every ring. It was a nameless song, for names are as meaningless to trees as legs are to worms, and it was a slow, winding tune, full of rustles and sighs, at turns mournful and joyous. It was a song of quiet triumphs over hurricanes and floods; it was a song of remembrance for its offspring, lost to the Great Burning.

Eventually, the tree fell silent, and it listened to him sing the tree’s song of death, how its body would continue to provide shelter and nourishment to countless living things.

When he, too, fell silent, the oak rustled one last time in a final farewell, and it moved on.

***

He gently scooped up the kitten, which had been too young to open its eyes, and nuzzled it until it blinked up at him. It purred him a question, and he answered. The kitten stretched, kneaded his arm—careful not to stick him with its claws—and then moved on.

In the cardboard box behind the garbage can, its littermates slept on, as did its mother, who twitched once as Death passed by.

***

The livestock after slaughter. The prey after the hunt. Flies after a swatter.

He was there for them all—them, and for all living things. He spoke to them all, and they all spoke to him in the ways of their own kind.

And then they moved on.

***

It had been a long day, even as one such as he considered time. He felt the age in his bones. That, and something more.

Something colder.

It was coming. It wasn’t here yet, but it was coming: winter’s frost creeping in amid the autumn branches.

Soon.

Next to him, the pale steed nickered, “You okay? You seem . . .” The horse stumbled for a word. “I don’t know. Sad.”

“I’m fine,” he replied. “Just tired.”

“Want to stop?”

Of course he did. He knew what was to come.

But he would do what he had always done when that knowledge became unbearable: He would step into the Slate and find that one thing that he needed to see him through. If he were alive, it would have been the one thing he lived for.

Yes, soon he would have to retreat to the Slate, retreat and replenish. But soon was not now. Until then, he had things to do, dead people to see.

“A couple more,” he murmured, “then a brief respite.”

The horse nodded, in the way that horses do. “Respite is good. Maybe call the others, play a game of cards?”

“Maybe.”

“Just be careful with War. She cheats.”

That made him smile. “None can cheat me. They only think they can.”

“You’re too trusting.” A pause as the steed snorted. “Would that be a fatal flaw?”

He groaned. “Oy.”

“Sorry, has that been done to death?”

“You’re trying to cheer me up, aren’t you?”

“Is it working?”

He chuckled. “It is. My thanks.” He patted the steed’s neck. “All right. A couple hundred more for today, then a break.”


 Xander

The late bell rang. Actually, it beeped—which, Xander thought as he peeled down the school hallway, was exceedingly strange. Bells didn’t beep; they rang. Or, in the case of the late bell, it shrilled like a fire alarm. But not today. Today, the late bell beeped exactly once, then gave up the ghost.

He raced inside his philosophy and film studies class ten seconds later. “Sorry, sorry, sorry . . .”

“The late Mr. Atwood,” said Ms. Lewis, shaking her head. “At this rate, you’ll be late for your own funeral.”

He grinned as he slid into the seat to Ted’s right. “Wouldn’t you want to be?”

Ms. Lewis sighed loudly, then turned her back to finish writing on the board.

“You’re only half as clever as you think you are,” Ted whispered.

“Which is still twice as clever as you.”

“Ouch. You practice that comeback as much as you practice smiling in front of a mirror?”

Xander should have known it was a mistake to share that tidbit with Ted. “Riley has no complaints.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Ted snorted. “Can five minutes go by without you mentioning Riley? Never mind five—can one minute go by?”

Xander grinned. “Nope.”

“And you’ve only been dating for what, two months? God help me if you make it through the end of senior year. You’ll be insufferable.”

“It’s good to have goals.”

Riley was the reason Xander had been late for class, again—they’d been hanging out by the lockers, just talking and touching and making plans for after school, and then the late bell had rung. Well, beeped. Xander knew that Ms. Lewis was marking down every time he bolted into class after the bell, but he couldn’t help it; he loved spending as much time as possible with his significant other. Was it because of Riley’s amazing smile? The black hair styled in those elaborate braids? Those dark chocolate eyes that he could drown in? The infectious laugh? Those were all part of it and yet didn’t begin to scrape the surface of why he was obsessed with Riley Jones. He knew he was a little crazy, but it was a good sort of crazy, the kind of feeling that made him believe anything was possible.

He thought he might be falling in love.

Ms. Lewis turned to face the class. On the blackboard, she had written a quote.

 


I think; therefore, I am.


—Descartes


 


“Before we get started,” said Ms. Lewis, “a quick reminder that if you’re going to get involved with the school musical, today’s the last day to sign up. I promise not to be an evil faculty advisor and micromanage everything. My job is to make sure no one does anything illegal or dangerous. That’s it. Everything else is up to you.”

Ted shot Xander a look: You signing up?

Xander nodded. Of course he was; he did so every year as part of the musical’s Art Squad. He didn’t crave the spotlight like Ted—the leading man for two years running—but Xander absolutely loved making something from nothing. When he looked at a blank canvas, he didn’t see emptiness; he saw potential. In his creative writing elective, they talked about world building. He thought that concept applied to art as well, especially as part of the Art Squad: He helped build the world of the school musical with every stroke of a brush. It was like playing God. Total head rush.

“Now that my public service announcement is done,” said Ms. Lewis, “I have your existentialism essays to hand back. Overall, very well done. I’m glad most of you enjoyed Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead.”

When Xander got his paper back, he noted the big A at the top—unsurprising, since Ms. Lewis gave everyone an A as long as the work was handed in on time and answered the assignment questions completely—and then he scanned the rest of her comments.

 


Good job showing how the main characters struggle to define themselves and their confusing world, and how they eventually come to the conclusion that their destiny is their own fault.


 


Xander grinned. Was that what he’d done? He thought he’d just been using meaningful quotes at opportunistic times. He liked the “film” part of the elective, but the “philosophy” part was weird. Whatever—it was still an easy-A class.

After she returned all the essays, Ms. Lewis said, “Time for our next segment. Let’s talk about solipsism.” She pointed to the quote on the board. “The idea of solipsism is that we can be sure that our own minds exist, but that’s it. Everyone else’s minds, even the world itself, might not exist at all.”

Ted raised his hand. “That’s stupid,” he said when Ms. Lewis called on him. “The world’s right here. I see you.”

“But what you’re seeing might not be real. I might not be real.”

“Of course you’re real. I’m looking right at you.”

“What if I’m an illusion?”

“Like in The Matrix?” Xander asked, belatedly raising his hand. “Everyone thought they were in the real world, but that was just the machines fooling them so they could feed off of them.”

“Good example,” said Ms. Lewis. “If you want to get technical, The Matrix falls under Cartesian skepticism.” She pointed again to the quote on the board. “If you doubt everything, then the only thing you can know for sure is that we exist as thinking beings. I think; therefore, I am.” She smiled. “Descartes went on to say that there’s no way for us to know whether the world we’re experiencing isn’t really just an illusion created by a ‘malevolent demon.’”

An appreciative murmur rippled through the class.

“Cool,” said Xander.

“That sort of explains my math grade,” said Ted.

“Or, you know, your lack of studying.”

Ms. Lewis continued: “Descartes’s notion leads to the idea of solipsism. Keep in mind that what one person perceives to be true may not be true for another person. It’s subjective reality. Which brings us to this week’s film.” She nodded at Xander. “It’s similar to The Matrix in that the main character lives in a false reality. But the main difference is that the main character is the only one fooled by what’s false. And now, the first part of The Truman Show.”

As Ms. Lewis got the DVD set up, Xander settled back in his seat. He was all about getting graded for watching movies—especially movies he’d already seen. The lights went off, and he propped an elbow on his desk and his head in his hand.

Naptime.

His eyes closed as the movie began. He heard an announcer’s breathless voice setting the scene as background music began to swell, rising, building until the sound carried like a scream—

***

—there’s a sound like a scream he’s screaming in pain there’s so much pain and he can’t move can’t think can’t get away he has to get away because something’s coming for him so he screams again screams until the roof of the world is ripped away and there’s noise and glaring lights and a dark shadow reaching for him—

***

“Xander? Seriously, dude, wake up.”

Xander sat up with a start, his breath caught in a scream, his heart lodged in his throat. He blinked at Ted, then looked around. He was in a waiting area of some sort, complete with pseudo-art-deco chairs and low tables wedged between them, bookended by magazine racks overstuffed with reading material. Large windows would have let in daylight, if only it were daytime.

“Um,” Xander said. “Hey. Weren’t we in class?”

Ted grinned, shaking his head ruefully. “That explains the screaming. You must’ve been dreaming about school. Waste of a good dream, if you ask me.”

“Dreaming . . . ?”

“Nightmaring, based on how you were yelling.” Ted chuckled. “At least you grabbed a little sleep. You’ve been here what, six hours, yeah?”

Xander blinked again. “I have no idea.”

“Bumped into Riley. Said you guys came here right after school.”

They did? He didn’t remember anything like that. He didn’t even remember being with Riley. He mopped his hair away from his face and looked around. “Riley’s here?”

“Riley was on the way out when I got here. Had to get home, make an appearance for the parents, do homework. You know. The usual. I got here to see you snoozing. Or, more accurately, thrashing. Hey, want me to grab you some food?”

“Food,” Xander repeated. He felt like his brain had been turned into tapioca pudding—his thoughts felt too thick, almost soupy, and he had a nagging feeling that something was wrong. He just couldn’t figure out what it was. He dug a hand into his jeans pocket and found his lucky penny, squeezed.

The cold flat metal was reassuring. Solid.

Real.

“Food,” Ted agreed. “Or, in the case of hospital fare, overpriced food-like substances. I bet the coffee’s decent. If Suzie was here, she’d be all mother hen and insist you eat something. Riley mentioned you were too anxious to eat. Said it was, and I quote, ‘adorable.’ Hear that, dude?” He clapped Xander’s shoulder. “You’re adorable!”

Xander frowned. Hospital. They were in the waiting area of a hospital. Why . . . ?

Before he could ask, a door opened. Xander turned, and for one moment, one crystalline moment in which time itself froze, he saw a shape filled with shadows, saw a man who was not a man standing in the doorway, standing and looking right at him.

The shadows beckoned to him, whispered his name.

Xander’s throat tightened and his stomach clenched. He gripped his penny tightly.

The crystal shattered and time resumed: The shadows gave way to Xander’s father, pink-faced and grinning like a lunatic, wearing ill-fitting hospital scrubs and calling his name.

“Xander! Xander, it’s a boy! You officially have a little brother! A healthy, six-pound-six-ounce baby boy! Mom’s great, your brother’s great, life is great!”

Xander’s head spun. He felt his mouth pull into a grin, felt himself stand and then sit back down again, felt Ted clapping him on the back in a volley of congratulatory thumps. He was giddy with relief, and somewhere in the back of his mind, he thought that was wrong—he should be giddy with excitement, with joy over having a baby brother. But he couldn’t quite convince himself that he was feeling anything other than a palpable sense of relief, like something dark and terrible had passed over him and left him unscathed.

He let out a laugh, even as he gave his lucky penny a final squeeze. Of course he was relieved; his mom wasn’t exactly young, so there had been some risk with the pregnancy and the birth. But his dad just said that she was fine—and so was his brother.

He had a little brother.

His dad said he’d let Xander know when he could visit Mom and meet his brother, and then he retreated. The door shut behind him, swallowing him whole.

“So cool,” said Ted. “Hope you enjoyed being an only child for so long, because now everything changes.”

Xander grinned. Change was good. Change meant life.

When you stop changing, you die.
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