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“Come on!” Emma whis pered from my right, her words 

f loating from her mouth in a thin white cloud. She glared 

at the battered steel panel in front of us, as if her own im-

pa tience would make the door open. “She forgot, Kaylee. 

I should have known she would.” More white puffs drifted 

from Emma’s  per fectly painted mouth as she bounced to 

stay warm, her curves barely con tained in the low-cut 

shimmery red blouse she’d “borrowed” from one of her 

sisters.

 Yes, I was a little envious; I had few curves and no 

sister from whom to borrow hot clothes. But I did have 

the time, and one glance at my cell phone told me it was 

still four minutes to nine. “She’ll be here.” I smoothed the 

front of my own shirt and slid my phone into my pocket 

as Emma knocked for the third time. “We’re early. Just 

give her a minute.”
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 My own puff of breath had yet to fade when metal 
creaked and the door swung slowly toward us, leaking 
rhythmic f lashes of smoky light and a low thumping beat 
into the cold, dark alley. Traci Marshall—Emma’s young-
est older sister—stood with one palm f lat against the door, 
holding it open. She wore a snug, low-cut black tee, read-
ily dis play ing the family re sem blance, as if the long blond 
hair wasn’t enough.
 “’Bout time!” Emma snapped, stepping forward to 
brush past her sister. But Traci slapped her free hand 
against the door frame, blocking our entrance.
 She returned my smile brief ly, then frowned at her 
sister. “Nice to see you too. Tell me the rules.”
 Emma rolled wide-set brown eyes and rubbed her bare, 
goose-pimpled arms—we’d left our jackets in my car. “No 
alcohol, no chemi cals. No fun of any sort.” She mumbled 
that last part, and I stif led a smile.
 “What else?” Traci demanded, ob vi ously strug gling to 
maintain a rare scowl.
 “Come together, stay together, leave together,” I sup-
plied, reciting the same lines we’d repeated each time she 
snuck us in—only twice before. The rules were lame, but 
I knew from ex peri ence that we wouldn’t get in without 
them.
 “And…”
 Emma stamped her feet for warmth, chunky heels 
clacking on the concrete. “If we get caught, we don’t 
know you.”
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 As if anyone would believe that. The Marshall girls 
were all cast from the same mold: a tall, vo lup tu ous mold 
that put my own modest curves to shame.
 Traci nodded, ap par ently sat is fied, and let her hand fall 
from the door frame. Emma stepped forward and her sister 
frowned, pulling her into the light from the hall fixture 
overhead. “Is that Cara’s new shirt?”
 Emma scowled and tugged her arm free. “She’ll never 
know it’s gone.”
 Traci laughed and motioned with one arm toward the 
front of the club, from which light and sound f looded the 
back rooms and offices. Now that we were all inside, she 
had to shout to be heard over the music. “Enjoy the rest 
of your life while it lasts, ’cause she’s gonna bury you in 
that shirt.”
 Un per turbed, Emma danced her way down the hall 
and into the main room, hands in the air, hips swaying 
with the pulse of the song. I followed her, keyed up by the 
energy of the Saturday-night crowd from the moment I 
saw the first cluster of bodies in motion.
 We worked our way into the throng and were swal-
lowed by it, as simi lated by the beat, the heat and the casual 
partners pulling us close. We danced through several songs, 
together, alone and in random pairs, until I was breath ing 
hard and damp with sweat. I signaled Emma that I was 
going for a drink, and she nodded, already moving again 
as I worked my way toward the edge of the crowd.
 Behind the bar, Traci worked along side another bar-
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tender, a large, dark man in a snug black tee, both oddly 
lit by a strip of blue neon overhead. I claimed the first 
aban doned bar stool, and the man in black propped both 
broad palms on the bar in front of me.
 “I got this one,” Traci said, one hand on his arm. He 
nodded and moved on to the next customer. “What’ll 
it be?” Traci smoothed back a stray strand of pale, blue-
tinted hair.
 I grinned, leaning with both elbows on the bar. “Jack 
and Coke?”
 She laughed. “I’ll give you the Coke.” She shot soda 
into a glass of ice and slid it toward me. I pushed a five 
across the bar and swiveled on my stool to watch the 
dance f loor, scanning the mul ti tude for Emma. She was 
sand wiched between two guys in matching UT Dallas 
fra ter nity tees and neon, legal-to-drink brace lets, all three 
grinding in unison. 
 Emma drew at ten tion like wool draws static.
 Still smiling, I drained my soda and set my glass on the 
bar.
 “Kaylee Ca va naugh.”
 I jumped at the sound of my own name and whirled 
toward the stool to my left. My gaze settled on the most 
hypnotic set of hazel eyes I’d ever seen, and for several 
seconds I could only stare, lost in the most amazing swirls 
of deep brown and vivid green, which seemed to churn 
in time with my own heart beat—though surely they were 
just re f lect ing the lights f lashing overhead. My focus only 
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returned when I had to blink, and the mo men tary loss of 

contact brought me back to myself.

 That’s when I realized who I was staring at.

 Nash Hudson. Holy crap. I almost looked down to see if 

ice had anchored my feet to the f loor, since hell had surely 

frozen over. Somehow I’d stepped off the dance f loor and 

into some weird warp zone where irises swam with color 

and Nash Hudson smiled at me, and me alone.

 I picked up my glass, hoping for one last drop to rewet 

my suddenly dry throat—and wondered fleet ingly if Traci 

had spiked my Coke—but dis cov ered it every bit as empty 

as I’d expected.

 “Need a refill?” Nash asked, and that time I made 

my mouth open. After all, if I was dreaming—or in 

the Twilight Zone—I had nothing to lose by speaking. 

Right?

 “I’m good. Thanks.” I ventured a hesitant smile, and 

my heart nearly exploded when I saw my grin re f lected 

on his upturned, per fectly formed lips.

 “How’d you get in here?” He arched one brow, more 

in amuse ment than in real cu ri osity. “Crawl through the 

window?”

 “Back door,” I whis pered, feeling my face f lush. Of 

course he knew I was a junior—too young even for an 

eighteen-and-over club, like Taboo.

 “What?” He grinned and leaned closer to hear me 

above the music. His breath brushed my neck, and my 
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pulse pounded so hard I felt light-headed. He smelled 
sooo good.
 “Back door,” I repeated into his ear. “Emma’s sister 
works here.”
 “Emma’s here?”
 I pointed her out on the dance f loor—now swaying 
with three guys at once—and assumed that would be the 
last I saw of Nash Hudson. But to my near-fatal shock, he 
dis missed Em at a glance and turned back to me with a 
mis chie vous gleam in those amazing eyes.
 “Aren’t you gonna dance?”
 My hand was suddenly sweaty around my empty glass. 
Did that mean he wanted to dance with me? Or that he 
wanted the bar stool for his girl friend?
 No, wait. He’d dumped his latest girl friend the week 
before, and the sharks were already circling the fresh meat. 
Though they’re not circling him now… I saw no one from 
Nash’s usual crowd, either clus tered around him or on the 
dance f loor.
 “Yeah, I’m gonna dance,” I said, and again, his eyes 
were swirling green melting into brown and back, f lashing 
blue oc ca sion ally in the neon glow. I could have stared at 
his eyes for hours. But he probably would have thought 
that was weird.
 “Let’s go!” He took my hand and stood as I slid off 
the bar stool, and I followed him onto the dance f loor. 
A fresh smile bloomed on my face, and my chest seemed 
to tighten around my heart in an ti ci pa tion. I’d known 
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him for a while—Emma had gone out with a few of his 
friends—but had never been the sole object of his at ten-
tion. Had never even con sid ered the pos sibility.
 If Eastlake High School were the universe, I would be 
one of the moons circling Planet Emma, con stantly hidden 
by her shadow, and glad to be there. Nash Hudson would 
be one of the stars: too bright to look at, too hot to touch 
and at the center of his own solar system.
 But on the dance f loor, I forgot all that. His light was 
shining directly on me, and it was sooo warm.
 We wound up only feet from Emma, but with Nash’s 
hands on me, his body pressed into mine, I barely noticed. 
That first song ended, and we were moving to the next 
one before I even fully realized the beat had changed.
 Several minutes later, I glimpsed Emma over Nash’s 
shoulder. She stood at the bar with one of the guys she’d 
been grinding with, and as I watched, Traci set a drink 
in front of each of them. When her sister turned around, 
Emma grabbed her partner’s drink—some thing dark with 
a wedge of lime on the rim—and drained it in three gulps. 
Frat boy smiled, then pulled her back into the crowd.
 I made a mental note not to let Emma drive my car—
ever—then let my eyes wander back to Nash, where they 
wanted to be in the first place. But on the way, my gaze 
was snagged by an un fa mil iar sheet of straw berry-blond 
hair, crowning the head of the only girl in the building 
to rival Emma in beauty. This girl, too, had her choice of 
dance partners, and though she couldn’t have been more 
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than eighteen, she’d ob vi ously had much more to drink 
than Emma.
 But despite how pretty and ob vi ously char is matic she 
was, watching her dance twisted some thing deep inside my 
gut and made my chest tighten, as if I couldn’t quite get 
enough air. Some thing was wrong with her. I wasn’t sure 
how I knew, but I was ab so lutely certain that some thing 
was not right with that girl.
 “You okay?” Nash shouted, laying one hand on my 
shoul der, and suddenly I realized I’d gone still, while ev-
eryone around me was still writhing to the beat.
 “Yeah!” I shook off my dis com fort and was relieved to 
find that looking into Nash’s eyes chased away that feel-
ing of wrong ness, leaving in its place a new calm, eerie in 
its depth and reach. We danced for several more songs, 
growing more com fort able with each other with every 
moment that passed. By the time we stopped for a drink, 
sweat was gath er ing on the back of my neck and my arms 
were damp.
 I lifted the bulk of my hair to cool myself and waved to 
Emma with my free hand as I turned to follow Nash off 
the dance floor—and nearly collided with that same straw-
berry blonde. Not that she noticed. But the minute my 
eyes found her, that feeling was back in spades—that strong 
dis com fort, like a bad taste in my mouth, only all over my 
body. And this time it was ac com pa nied by an odd sadness. 
A general mel an choly that felt spe cifi cally con nected to this 
one person. Whom I’d never met.
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 “Kaylee?” Nash yelled over the music. He stood at the 

bar, holding two tall glasses of soda, slick with con den sa-

tion. I closed the space between us and took the glass he 

offered, a little fright ened to notice that this time, even 

staring straight into his eyes couldn’t com pletely relax me. 

Couldn’t quite loosen my throat, which threat ened to close 

against the cold drink I so des per ately craved.

 “What’s wrong?” We stood inches apart, thanks to the 

throng pressing ever closer to the bar, but he still had to 

lean into me to be heard.

 “I don’t know. Some thing about that girl, that redhead 

over there—” I nodded toward the dancer in question 

“—bothers me.” Well, crap. I hadn’t meant to admit that. 

It sounded so pathetic aloud.

 But Nash only glanced at the girl, then back at me. 

“Seems okay to me. Assuming she has a ride home…”

 “Yeah, I guess.” But then the current song ended, and 

the girl stumbled—looking somehow graceful, even when 

ob vi ously in toxi cated—off the dance f loor and toward the 

bar. Headed right for us.

 My heart beat harder with every step she took. My hand 

curled around my glass until my knuckles went white. 

And that familiar sense of mel an choly swelled into an 

over whelm ing feeling of grief. Of dark fore bod ing.

 I gasped, startled by a sudden, gruesome cer tainty.

 Not again. Not with Nash Hudson there to watch me 

com pletely freak out. My break down would be all over 
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the school on Monday, and I could kiss goodbye what little 
social standing I’d gained.
 Nash set his glass down and peered into my face. 
“Kaylee? You okay?” But I could only shake my head, 
in ca pable of an swer ing. I was far from okay, but couldn’t 
ar ticu late the problem in any way re sem bling co her ence. 
And suddenly the po ten tially dev as tat ing rumors looked 
like minor blips on my disaster meter compared to the 
panic growing inside me.
 Each breath came faster than the last, and a scream built 
deep within my chest. I clamped my mouth shut to hold it 
back, grinding my teeth pain fully. The straw berry blonde 
stepped up to the bar on my left, and only a single stool 
and its occupant stood between us. The male bar tender 
took her order and she turned sideways to wait for her 
drink. Her eyes met mine. She smiled brief ly, then stared 
out onto the dance f loor.
 Horror washed over me in a dev as tat ing wave of in tui-
tion. My throat closed. I choked on a scream of terror. My 
glass slipped from my hand and shat tered on the f loor. The 
red headed dancer squealed and jumped back as ice-cold 
soda splat tered her, me, Nash, and the man on the stool 
to my left. But I barely noticed the frigid liquid, or the 
people staring at me.
 I saw only the girl, and the dark, trans lu cent shadow 
that had en vel oped her.
 “Kaylee?” Nash tilted my face up so that our eyes met. 
His were full of concern, the colors swirling almost out of 
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control now in the f lashing lights. Watching them made 
me dizzy.
 I wanted to tell him…some thing. Anything. But if I 
opened my mouth, the scream would rip free, and then 
anyone who wasn’t already looking at me would turn to 
stare. They’d think I’d lost my mind.
 Maybe they’d be right.
 “What’s wrong?” Nash demanded, stepping closer to me 
now, heedless of the glass and the wet floor. “Do you have 
seizures?” But I could only shake my head at him, refusing 
passage to the wail trying to claw its way out of me, deny-
ing the ex is tence of a narrow bed in a sterile white room, 
awaiting my return.
 And suddenly Emma was there. Emma, with her perfect 
body, beau ti ful face and heart the size of an elephant’s. 
“She’ll be fine.” Emma pulled me away from the bar as 
the male bar tender came forward with a mop and bucket. 
“She just needs some air.” She waved off Traci’s worried 
look and frantic hand gestures, then tugged me through 
the crowd by one arm.
 I clamped my free palm over my mouth and shook my 
head fu ri ously when Nash tried to take that hand in his. 
I should have been worried about what he would think. 
That he would want nothing else to do with me now that 
I’d publicly em bar rassed him. But I couldn’t con cen trate 
long enough to worry about anything but the redhead 
at the bar. The one who’d watched us leave through a 
shadow-shroud only I could see.
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 Emma led me past the bath rooms and into the back 
hall, Nash close on my heels. “What’s wrong with her?” 
he asked.
 “Nothing.” Emma paused to turn and smile at us both, 
and grati tude broke through my dark terror for just an 
instant. “It’s a panic attack. She just needs some fresh air 
and time to calm down.”
 But that’s where she was wrong. It wasn’t time I needed, 
so much as space. Distance, between me and the source of 
the panic. Un for tu nately, there wasn’t enough room in the 
whole club to get me far enough away from the girl at the 
bar. Even with me standing by the back door, the panic 
was as strong as ever. The unspoken shriek burned my 
throat, and if I un clenched my jaws—if I lost control—my 
scream would shatter eardrums all over Taboo. It would 
put the thumping dance beat to shame, and possibly blow 
out the speakers—if not the windows.
 All because of some redhead I didn’t even know.
 Just thinking about her sent a fresh wave of dev as ta tion 
through me, and my knees col lapsed. My fall caught Emma 
off guard, and I would have pulled her down if Nash hadn’t 
caught me.
 He lifted me com pletely off the ground, cradling me 
like a child, and followed Emma out the back door with 
me secure in his arms. The club had been dim, but the 
alley was dark, and it went quiet once the door thumped 
shut behind us, Emma’s bank card keeping the latch from 
sliding home. The frigid near-silence should have calmed 
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me, but the racket in my head had reached its zenith. The 
scream I refused to release slammed around in my brain, 
re ver ber at ing, echoing, punc tu at ing the grief still thick in 
my heart.
 Nash set me down in the alley, but by then my thoughts 
had lost all sem blance of logic or com pre hen sion. I felt 
some thing smooth and dry beneath me, and only later 
would I realize Emma had found a col lapsed box for him 
to set me on.
 My jeans had ridden up on my legs when Nash carried 
me, and the card board was cold and gritty with grime 
against my calves.
 “Kaylee?” Emma knelt in front of me, her face inches 
from mine, but I couldn’t make sense of a word she said 
after my name. I heard only my own thoughts. Just one 
thought, actually. A paranoid delusion, ac cord ing to my 
former thera pist, which pre sented itself with the absolute 
au thority of long-held fact.
 Then Emma’s face dis ap peared and I was staring at her 
knees. Nash said some thing I couldn’t make out. Some-
thing about a drink…
 Music swelled back to life, then Emma was gone. She’d 
left me alone with the hottest guy I’d ever danced with—
the last person in the world I wanted to witness my total 
break with reality.
 Nash dropped onto his knees and looked into my eyes, 
the greens and browns in his still churning fran ti cally 
somehow, though there were no lights overhead now.
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 I was imag ining it. I had to be. I’d seen them dance 
with the light earlier, and now my trau ma tized mind had 
seized upon Nash’s eyes as a focal point of my delusion. 
Just like the straw berry blonde. Right?
 But there was no time to think through my theory. I 
was losing control. Suc ces sive waves of grief threat ened 
to f latten me, crushing me into the wall with an in visible 
pressure, as if Nash weren’t even there. I couldn’t suck in 
a deep breath, yet a high-pitched keening leaked from 
my throat now, even with my lips sealed shut. My vision 
began to go even darker than the alley—though I wouldn’t 
have thought that possible—like the whole world had been 
overlaid with an odd gray filter.
 Nash frowned, still watching me, then twisted to sit 
beside me, his back against the wall too. On the edges of 
my graying vision, some thing scuttled past sound lessly. A 
rat, or some other scav en ger at tracted by the club’s garbage 
bin? No. What ever I’d glimpsed was too big to be a ro-
dent—unless we’d stepped into Buttercup’s fire swamp—
and too in dis tinct for my shat tered focus to settle on.
 Nash took my free hand in his, and I forgot whatever 
I’d seen. He pushed my hair back from my right ear. I 
couldn’t under stand most of what he whis pered to me, but 
I gradu ally came to realize that his actual words weren’t 
im por tant. What mattered was his prox imity. His breath 
on my neck. His warmth melting into mine. His scent 
sur round ing me. His voice swirling in my head, in su lat ing 
me from the scream still ri co chet ing against my skull.
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 He was calming me with nothing more than his pres-
ence, his patience and whis pered words of what sounded 
like a child’s rhyme, based on what little I caught.
 And it was working. My anxiety gradu ally faded, and 
dim, gritty color leaked back into the world. My fingers 
relaxed around his hand. My lungs expanded fully, and I 
sucked in a sharp, frigid breath, suddenly freezing as sweat 
from the club dried on my skin.
 The panic was still there, in the shadowed corners of 
my mind, in the dark spots on the edge of my vision. But 
I could handle it now. Thanks to Nash. 
 “You okay?” he asked when I turned my head to face 
him, the bricks cold and rough against my cheek.
 I nodded. And that’s when a new horror de scended: 
utter, con sum ing, in es cap able mor tifi ca tion, most awful 
in its lon gevity. The panic attack was all but over, but hu-
milia tion would last a lifetime.
 I’d com pletely lost it in front of Nash Hudson. My life 
was over; even my friend ship with Emma wouldn’t be 
enough to repair the damage from such a nasty wound.
 Nash stretched his legs out. “Wanna talk about it?”
 No. I wanted to go hide in a hole, or stick my head in 
a bag, or change my name and move to Peru.
 But then suddenly, I did want to talk about it. With 
Nash’s voice still echoing softly in my head, his words 
whis per ing faintly over my skin, I wanted to tell him what 
had happened. It made no sense. After knowing me for 
eight years and helping me through at least half a dozen 
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previous panic attacks, Emma still had no idea what caused 
them. I couldn’t tell her. It would scare her. Or worse, 
finally convince her I really was crazy.
 So why did I want to tell Nash? I had no answer for 
that, but the urge was un deni able.
 “…the straw berry blonde.” There, I’d said it out loud, 
and com mit ted myself to some sort of ex pla na tion.
 Nash’s brow furrowed in con fu sion. “You know 
her?”
 “No.” For tu nately. Merely sharing oxygen with her 
had nearly driven me out of my mind. “But something’s 
wrong with her, Nash. She’s…dark.”
 Kaylee, shut up! If he wasn’t already con vinced I was 
cer ti fiable, he would be soon….
 “What?” His frown deepened, but rather than bewil-
dered or skep ti cal, he looked sur prised. Then came vague 
com pre hen sion. Com pre hen sion, and…dread. He might 
not know exactly what I meant, but he didn’t look com-
pletely clueless either. “What do you mean, ‘dark’?”
 I closed my eyes, hesi tat ing at the last second. What if 
I’d misread him? What if he did think I was crazy?
 Worse yet, what if he was right?
 But in the end, I opened my eyes and met his gaze 
frankly, because I had to tell him some thing, and surely 
I couldn’t damage his opinion of me much more than I 
already had. Right?
 “Okay, this is going to sound weird,” I began, “but 
something’s wrong with that girl at the bar. When I looked 
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at her, she was…shadowed.” I hesi tated, scroung ing up the 
courage to finish what I’d started. “She’s going to die, 
Nash. That girl is going to die very, very soon.”
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