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She bent down and peered through the keyhole. On the other side of the door lay a dimly lit hall. She couldn’t reach it, but she knew exactly where it was: on the second floor of a purple mansion in a town called Cypress Creek. Three doors along the hall led to bedrooms, and there were four people asleep inside. She’d been watching them through the keyhole all evening, the two boys and their parents. And she’d been deciding what to do with them when she got to the other side.

She tried the doorknob for the thousandth time. It twisted, but the door wouldn’t budge. It wasn’t just locked. It was barricaded. She knew she was the one they were trying to keep out; there was no doubt about that. The people who lived in the purple mansion had left her a letter.

The anger raged like a bonfire inside her. She squeezed her eyes shut and clenched her fists, digging her fingernails into her palms. She had to find a way to control it. One wrong move and the family would burn down the tower, destroying its secret and leaving her stranded. She had only one option: she’d have to wait. Sooner or later, her twin sister would find her.

At last she left her post at the keyhole and climbed the stairs back up to the tower. The mansion’s owners had boarded the tower’s windows, but moonlight managed to sneak inside. The portal she’d come through was still open. The Netherworld, the land of nightmares, lay beyond it. For decades, she’d been passing back and forth between the two realms. Now the family downstairs was trying to stop her. She’d never imagined that people like them could ever muster the power, but they had managed to foil her last big plan.

The only piece of furniture in the tower was a giant oak desk. They had left it behind when they’d cleaned out the room. It must have been too bulky to get down the stairs. She climbed on top of it and lay down in the moonlight. Then she picked up the letter she’d found waiting for her when she’d arrived. It was far too dark in the tower for an ordinary human to read. But it had been a long time since she’d been ordinary.


Dear ICK,

We are the guardians of this portal, and we know you share our power to pass through it. We cannot stop you from visiting the Waking World, but we can keep you from going any farther than this room. If you try to leave, we will burn down the tower and everything in it. The portal will be destroyed, and you will never see your sister again.

Hopefully, the Netherworld authorities will find you and punish you for the horrible crimes you’ve committed. Until they do, stay out of our dreams.


Charlotte, Charlie, and Jack Laird



Charlotte, Charlie, and Jack Laird. She repeated the names in her head. They belonged to the two boys and the girl who’d grown up. How interesting that only three people had signed it—when four people lived in the house.

ICK was almost positive she knew what it meant, and she saw an opportunity. Three of the people downstairs knew she’d be coming. But the fourth person wasn’t expecting her.
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Just down the hall from a strange door covered with locks, Charlie Laird was writhing in his sleep. When he’d closed his eyes earlier that evening, he’d been looking forward to visiting the Dream Realm. But that wasn’t where he’d ended up.

Charlie didn’t know where he was. He couldn’t see anything. It was darker than any place he’d ever been.

“Don’t panic,” Charlie ordered himself. “Remember—you’re a pro at this stuff.”

He reached out an arm and swept his fingers through the darkness. He felt nothing but the wind pressing against his palm. He took a step forward, and his bare foot made a wet, slurping sound as he wrenched it out of the swampy ground. He was outside, that much was certain. A few more steps followed, and then Charlie stopped and sniffed the air. The warm breeze that embraced him carried the stench of manure. He hoped it wasn’t coming from the muck that squished between his toes. He managed to control his fear, but he couldn’t help being totally grossed out.

Eager to keep moving, Charlie lifted a leg. Then he froze with his foot still dangling in midair. He thought he’d heard something. Nothing much—just a soft grunt, as if someone close by had been clearing his throat.

Utterly blind, Charlie spun around in the darkness, listening carefully for the source of the sound. “Hello?” he called. “Is there anyone out there?”

He stopped moving and held his breath, waiting for—and dreading—a reply. Thunder rumbled in the distance and the wind picked up speed. Not only was he outside, there was also a storm heading his way.

Seconds passed, and no one answered. But something moved. Charlie heard a slurp of mud and a light splash: a footstep. He stood perfectly still and heard a second footstep, followed a few moments later by a third and then a fourth. The creature in the darkness was moving slowly, but it seemed to know exactly where it was going. It was making a beeline for Charlie.

“This is only a nightmare,” Charlie whispered to himself. It had been a while since he’d needed such reassurances. He knew how nightmares worked, and he knew how to beat them. But there was something very different about this dream.

The creature was so close now that Charlie could smell it. It stank like a toilet crammed with nasty old sweaters. Charlie’s legs twitched as the thing moved closer. He desperately wanted to bolt. But the worst thing you can do is flee from a Nightmare. It makes no difference how fast you run; it’ll always hunt you down in the end. So no matter how scared he was, Charlie had no choice but to stand his ground.

“What are you and what do you want?” he demanded, hoping he sounded a lot braver than he felt.

Charlie could hear the beast’s teeth grinding rhythmically. When Charlie wondered what it was chewing, a million horrible images began to flicker in his brain. Then he heard something that brought everything else to a stop.

It was a song coming from somewhere in the distance. A sweet female voice was humming a lullaby—a lullaby Charlie knew well. His own mother had sung it to him years earlier, when he was little and she was still alive.

“Mom?” Charlie shouted, his hopes rising. “Mom, is that you? Are you out there?”

The woman kept humming peacefully, as if she hadn’t heard him.

“It’s dark! I can’t see you!” Charlie tried again. “Can you find me? Can you help me?”

His question was answered with a torrent of rain. The storm drowned out the song and crushed Charlie’s hopes—just as he felt an enormous beast brush against him. He yelped and tottered backward, falling with a splat in the mud.

Charlie held his arms out to brace for an attack, and his mouth stretched wide to scream. Now that he was down, there was no telling what the creature might do. Then a bolt of lightning lit the sky, and Charlie saw that the beast that had been stalking him was far from alone. There were dozens of identical creatures hovering above him, chewing in unison as he struggled in the muck. Each beast was four feet high and almost as wide, with a jet-black pelt and amber eyes that shone in the light.

They were sheep, Charlie realized. Black sheep, just like the ones from the song.
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—

Charlie sat bolt upright in his bed. His chest was heaving and his heart racing. Both the covers and his nightclothes were drenched with sweat. He’d never experienced a nightmare like the one he’d just had.

And as his heart slowed and he caught his breath, Charlie realized why it had felt so unusual. The nightmare wasn’t his. He was absolutely positive that he’d just been inside someone else’s worst dream. And whoever the dreamer was, he or she was very afraid.
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Charlie felt his eyelids growing heavy. He’d woken up at four a.m., and he hadn’t been able to get back to sleep. He’d never thought much about sheep before, but now he seemed to be obsessed with them. Eight hours had passed. It was almost noon. Charlie was in the middle of the most important surveillance mission of his twelve-year-old life. And he still couldn’t get those smelly beasts out of his head.

He peeked through the gap he’d made between some books on a nearby shelf. The girl he was watching was still there. She’d been hogging one of the library’s computers for the last forty-five minutes, but no one had dared bother her. When she’d sat down at the terminal, Charlie’s heart had started racing. He couldn’t even imagine what a real-life supervillain like India Kessog would search for. Where to find explosives at bargain prices? How to breed man-eating rats? Poisons that mix well with cafeteria ketchup? But as it turned out, the girl wasn’t interested in research. It had taken her twenty minutes to figure out what to do with the mouse, and after that all she’d done was watch cartoons. Not even the awesomely weird kind either. She was giggling away at shows that only the lamest toddlers would watch.

Then the bell rang and the girl stood up and smoothed the old-fashioned outfit she was wearing. It looked like a uniform of some sort, Charlie thought. Beneath a navy-blue pinafore, she wore a crisp white shirt with a red tie poking out from the collar.

When she pushed her chair beneath the table, no one else budged. Even for a library, the room was oddly quiet. There were two dozen kids nearby, but none were talking. Their eyes were all glued to the girl. They weren’t gawking because they found her appearance unusual. They were staring in horror. They’d all seen India Kessog before. And not at Cypress Creek Elementary.

Either the girl didn’t notice or she didn’t care. After the bell rang, she gathered her things and blithely skipped toward the door. The other kids wisely stayed put, while Charlie cautiously followed behind her.

As she walked down the school’s main hall, India never stopped moving her head. She was obviously taking everything in. She paused to laugh at a vending machine that sold bottles of water for a dollar apiece. A few steps later she plucked a purple combination lock right out of another kid’s trembling hand and studied it as if it were some kind of rare gem. The girl was gathering information, Charlie concluded. If only he knew what she planned to do with it.

The crowds parted as India made her way through the school. Wide-eyed kids stood with their backs pressed against the walls. Others ducked into nearby classrooms, and Charlie saw a seventh grader stuff himself into an open locker. He didn’t blame his schoolmates for acting totally petrified. Their worst nightmare had appeared in real life and was walking through the halls of their school.

Charlie squatted behind a janitor’s cart as India stopped to gaze in wonder at a digital clock on the wall. It had just turned noon. It was hard to believe that only four hours had passed since Charlie’s eighth-grade year had begun. The first day of school already seemed destined to become the longest day of his life.

Which was a shame, Charlie thought miserably, because aside from the lack of sleep, it had all gotten off to such a wonderful start. His stepmom, Charlotte, had fixed regular pancakes for breakfast. Golden brown and delicious, they hadn’t contained a single fleck of kale. Then Charlie’s little brother, Jack, discovered he’d outgrown his beloved Captain America costume—and had gone to school dressed like a normal human being for once. And on the drive to Cypress Creek Elementary, Charlie’s dad, Andrew Laird, had kept them in stitches with a story about his own first day of eighth grade, when the seam of his new pants had burst in front of the cutest girl at school as he bent over for a sip at a water fountain.

When Charlie had taken a seat in homeroom, his mood couldn’t have been better. And then everything went horribly wrong. He heard a sweet voice with an English accent coming from a girl seated at the front of the room. She was new to Cypress Creek Elementary, she told the class, and her name was India Kessog. But it didn’t matter what the creature called herself. Charlie would always know her as INK.

—

India Nell Kessog (INK) and her sister, Isabel Cordelia Kessog (ICK), looked like ordinary twelve-year-old twins. But thanks to a black-and-white photo of the girls dated 1939, Charlie knew they hadn’t aged a day in almost eighty years. At some point in time, the girls had simply stopped growing older. Charlie had no idea how they’d managed the feat—but he suspected it had something to do with the desolate lighthouse where ICK and INK had dwelled for almost a century. Located on a dreary, windswept beach in Maine, the twins’ home possessed a powerful secret. Just like Charlie’s purple mansion, the lighthouse held a portal to the land of Nightmares.

Charlie had always believed that he, his little brother, Jack, and his stepmother, Charlotte, were the only humans who were able to pass between the Waking World and the Netherworld. Then he’d discovered that ICK and INK had been traveling back and forth between the two worlds for decades. Perhaps the twins had been regular kids when they’d first begun making the trip, but the time they’d spent in the Netherworld must have changed them. After they’d stopped aging, ICK and INK started plotting against mankind. Just this last summer, the girls had hatched an astonishingly evil plan. Joining forces with the Netherworld’s goblins, they’d invented Tranquility Tonic, a potion with the power to stop humans from dreaming—and turn people into zombielike Walkers.

No one could figure out why ICK and INK had chosen the neighboring town of Orville Falls as the first place on earth to sell their tonic. But once the vile potion had the people of Orville Falls drooling and shuffling like the walking dead, the twins had turned their attention to nearby Cypress Creek. They started appearing in the nightmares of Charlie’s schoolmates and neighbors, and as soon as the town’s residents were all too scared to sleep, ICK and INK opened a store on Main Street in Cypress Creek and advertised their tonic as the cure for bad dreams.

The tonic worked as promised. But it prevented more than nightmares—it stopped good dreams too. And when people stop dreaming, bad things start happening. With no dreamers to rebuild it every night, the Netherworld began to collapse down a giant hole—and a cloud of pure Nothingness threatened to swallow the Dream Realm.

If Tranquility Tonight hadn’t been put out of business, three entire worlds could have perished. Charlie and his friends had managed to prevent that disaster, but ICK and INK remained at large. A fire that INK started had destroyed the twins’ lighthouse, leaving the sisters stranded on different sides of the portal. ICK was still in the Netherworld, but Charlie and his friends had lost track of INK. After the fire, she’d vanished into the Waking World.

Charlie had always known they’d need to find INK one day. Now he and his friends didn’t have to look any farther. One of the villains who’d nearly destroyed three worlds had come straight to them.

—

At Cypress Creek Elementary, INK was on the move again. Charlie slipped out from behind the janitor’s cart. The warning bell rang, and the hallway began to clear. It was Charlie’s lunch period, so he was in no hurry. He wasn’t about to lose sight of India Kessog. He’d track her for hours until he found out what she was up to. Wherever INK went, he’d stay right behind her.

Then a door swung open and closed, and INK disappeared. Charlie came to a halt. He’d follow INK anywhere…except the girls’ room. Charlie glared at the door with its skirt-wearing icon and considered kicking it in frustration. Should he follow INK inside? There was no telling what kind of trouble she might be brewing. But what if there were innocent girls in there, doing…girl stuff? Charlie had faced some terrifying things over the past year, but he worried there were some sights from which even he might never recover. He checked to his left and then to his right. There didn’t seem to be anyone watching on either side of the hall. Charlie reached out his hand to push the door open and a horrible squeal blasted through the crack. It wasn’t the kind of noise human vocal cords usually make. It sounded more like a terrified beast.

Charlie yanked his hand back from the door, and a split second later, a boy burst out of the girls’ room. Charlie instantly recognized Ollie Tobias. As always, Ollie’s yellow hair was perfectly parted, and he wore a natty bow tie and suspenders. But his face was the color of Elmer’s glue, and his clothes and his fingers were splattered with what looked to be bright red blood.

“Ollie!” Charlie gasped.

“Charlie!” Ollie grabbed Charlie’s shirt and clung to it, the fabric wadded up in his fists. “I saw her! The one from my nightmares. She’s here, Charlie. She’s here!”

Ollie Tobias had been one of the first kids in Cypress Creek to be stalked by ICK and INK in his dreams. He’d taken the tonic to get rid of his nightmares, but the stuff hadn’t worked on him at all. He was immune to Tranquility Tonic. And as it turned out, Ollie’s immunity was just the clue Charlie had needed. By figuring out what was protecting Ollie, Charlie and his friends had discovered the antidote to Tranquility Tonic and saved every last one of ICK and INK’s victims.

Charlie pried Ollie’s fingers away from his shirt and tried to get a better look at the boy’s wounds. “I know! I saw her too. What did she do to you in there?” He’d figured INK was dangerous, but he’d never expected her to attack anyone.

“What?” Ollie asked, still panting. He followed Charlie’s eyes to the splotches of red on his skin and clothes and managed a mischievous grin. “Oh, that’s just nail polish.”

“Nail polish?” Charlie asked.

“Yeah.” Ollie gestured toward the girls’ room. “I was making a few improvements for the ladies.”

For a moment, Charlie would have given almost anything to see what Ollie Tobias had been painting in the girls’ restroom. Ollie was not only the school’s most notorious delinquent, he also possessed impressive decorating skills. But there was no time to appreciate Ollie’s artistic achievements. Charlie grabbed the boy’s arm and dragged him into an empty science classroom across the hall. It was time to call for backup.

“Give me your phone,” he told Ollie.

“Phones are not allowed at Cypress Creek Elementary,” Ollie said with a perfectly straight face. For someone who’d been about to pee his pants with terror a few seconds earlier, he’d recovered his sense of humor with impressive speed.

Charlie held out his hand in response.

Ollie grinned. “Would you prefer to use my smartphone or a burner?” the boy asked.

“What’s a burner?” Charlie asked.

“Tsk, tsk.” Ollie rolled his eyes. “And you call yourself an eighth grader,” he said, slapping a smartphone into Charlie’s open palm.

Charlie punched ten digits into the keypad.

“Calling Paige Bretter?” Ollie teased. “What am I asking? Of course you are. She’s the only other kid here with a phone. They let her carry it because her mom’s always sick. And look at that—you’ve got her number memorized. Nobody knows anyone’s number anymore. Unless they…love them.”

Charlie was used to people teasing him about Paige, but that didn’t make it any less annoying. “Paige has been one of my best friends since kindergarten,” he snipped.

“That’s really sweet. Your grandkids are gonna love that story,” Ollie said with a cackle.

“Shut up, Ollie, unless you want to go hang out with your new friend in the bathroom. I bet she’ll think all your jokes are hilarious,” Charlie said, turning his back to the boy. He didn’t want Ollie to see his face burning red.

Paige picked up immediately, and her voice was a frantic whisper. “Charlie! Where have you been? We’re in the lunchroom, and we’ve been looking all over for you. Have you seen the new girl?”

“She’s in the first-floor girls’ bathroom,” Charlie said. “Get Alfie and Rocco and meet me in the hall outside. We need to have a chat with her.”
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When Charlie saw his friends round the corner, he breathed a deep sigh of relief. Backup had arrived, and it was capable of kicking some serious butt. Rocco Marquez, the school’s star athlete, was the second-tallest kid in the eighth grade—at least a foot taller than dainty blond Paige Bretter, who had a giant personality that more than made up for her lack of stature. As usual, Alfie Bluenthal was rocking one of his geektastic science T-shirts. It featured a cartoon diamond with a scowl on its face above the line UNDER PRESSURE. He may have been the least athletic of the bunch, but whenever there was a problem to be solved, Alfie and his impressive brain could do some serious heavy lifting.

Alfie, Paige, and Rocco had been Charlie’s best friends since kindergarten. They were smart, brave, and resourceful—just the sort of people you’d want by your side in a crisis. Which, as it turned out, was extremely convenient. Over the last six months, crises had gotten quite common in Cypress Creek.

“We’re here. What’s the plan?” Paige cracked her knuckles.

“INK’s still in the bathroom,” Charlie said, pointing at the girls’ room door. “Let’s go.”

Alfie’s eyes bulged and his jaw dropped. “In there?” he asked nervously.

“It’s a bathroom, Bluenthal,” Paige said with a huff. “It’s just like yours—except a whole lot cleaner.”

“It’s prettier too,” Ollie added, showing off the nail polish splotches on his clothes. “I’ve been working on it all morning.”

Rocco gave Ollie a hearty slap on the back. He didn’t seem to be nervous at all. “A chance to see Ollie’s latest art and have a conversation with a supervillain? Sounds like the girls’ bathroom really has it all. What the heck are we waiting for?” When he stepped forward and pushed through the door, Paige followed him inside. Alfie groaned and reluctantly trailed behind her.

“Stay here and stand guard,” Charlie ordered Ollie. “Don’t let anyone in.”

“Sure thing, but what do you want me to do about the other door?” Ollie asked.

“Other door?” Charlie said.

“Yeah. You mean, you’ve never been in there? There’s another door on the opposite side of the bathroom.”

“What?” Charlie groaned. While he was watching one door, INK could have escaped through the other. “No, Ollie, I haven’t been in there.”

Just then, Rocco popped his head out of the bathroom and confirmed Charlie’s fears. “Unless INK’s invisible, there’s nobody in here. Nice work, by the way, Ollie. Reminds me of the time my mom took me snorkeling in Mexico….”

“These aren’t Mexican species,” Alfie called out behind Rocco, his voice echoing off the bathroom’s tiles. “They’re all native to Australia’s Great Barrier Reef.” He stuck his head out below Rocco’s. “You paint a mean turkey fish, Ollie!”

“What are you talking…,” Charlie started to ask as he pushed past his friends and entered the bathroom. “Whoa,” he said, temporarily forgetting his reasons for visiting the girls’ room.

The blue tiles on the bathroom’s walls had been transformed into an underwater world teeming with sea creatures. Brightly colored fish swam in circles around them, while the unmistakable silhouette of a giant hammerhead shark passed across the ceiling. A pair of flipper-clad feet appeared to be sticking out of the beast’s mouth. Anemones waved at Charlie from atop the paper towel dispenser, and a giant octopus embraced one of the toilets with its many arms.

A trash can in a corner was filled to the rim with nail polish bottles, and the air reeked of varnish.

“Yes, remarkable, isn’t it?” Alfie said. “And to think Ollie must have done it all with his mom’s nail polish collection. By the way, this is so much nicer than the boys’ room, Paige. You even have toilet paper, and doors on the stalls!”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Paige said. “The girls here are all so civilized and clean. Too bad one of us is a homicidal maniac who may not be human. What are we planning to do about her, anyway?”

“I don’t know,” Charlie admitted. He closed the lid on one of the toilets and took advantage of the seat. He’d been trying to figure it out all morning, and he still hadn’t come up with an answer.

“Why is she here?” Rocco asked. “After INK burned down that lighthouse, she could have gone anywhere and we never would have found her. Why would she come to Cypress Creek, where every kid in town will recognize her from their nightmares?”
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Charlie looked up at his friends, surprised. Did they really not know? Maybe they didn’t. None of them had any siblings. “She came here because there’s a portal to the Netherworld inside the purple mansion,” he told them. “And her sister is trapped on the other side.” Charlie didn’t have a sister, but he had a brother. And as annoying as Jack could be, Charlie would never leave him stranded.

One of the bathroom doors slammed open against the wall. Charlie’s friends flinched, and he jumped up from his seat. A woman had just barged into the lavatory. She was small—barely taller than Charlie. Her thick black hair was cut in a sleek bob, with bangs that brushed against her eyebrows. She wore a slim black dress and black heels, and her mouth was painted crimson. Ms. Abbot was Charlie’s new homeroom teacher—and the latest addition to the Cypress Creek Elementary staff. She taught Charlie’s science class and was also filling in for a history teacher who’d broken his collarbone in an unfortunate longboarding accident on the way to school. 

Ms. Abbot had moved to town from New York in the middle of August—and she’d been the subject of her neighbors’ gossip ever since. Rumor had it that the new teacher lived in a run-down old house deep in the woods outside Cypress Creek. She kept to herself, which just made everyone curious. People whispered about her black clothing, her unusually pale skin, and her penchant for bright red lipstick. Some people speculated that Ms. Abbot was hiding a terrible secret, though no one seemed to know what it was. But her reputation for being a bit odd had been cemented that morning, when she kicked off the school year by showing the class her collection of preserved animal brains. Charlie had dealt with Nightmares of all shapes and sizes, but Ms. Abbot gave him the creeps. She may have been small, and she may have been pretty—but there was something about her that wasn’t quite right.

Ms. Abbot was supporting a little girl whose feet did not appear to be working properly and whose eyes seemed unable to focus.

“It’s going to be okay,” the teacher promised the child. “The principal is calling your mother and father to come get you. We’re just going to put a little water on your face.”

Paige ran to the sink and turned the faucet on for the pair. “Is that Ellie Hopkins? What’s wrong with her?” she asked.

“Ellie’s not feeling very well,” Ms. Abbot responded. “But she’ll be…” Her voice trailed off as she finally noticed Ollie’s artwork and the boys who’d gathered round. “Did you just paint the walls in here?”

Charlie sighed. The last thing any of them needed was to be collared for vandalism on the first day of school.

“No, ma’am, we didn’t.” Alfie’s voice quavered. A suspension would blemish his otherwise perfect academic record. “I swear we had nothing to do with this!”

“Well, when I find the person responsible, I’m going to ask them to decorate my house too. The kid’s got crazy talent,” Ms. Abbot said, returning her attention to the girl in her care. “Will one of you hold Ellie while I wet some paper towels?”

Alfie and Paige each took an arm. “Is there anything Charlie and I can do?” Rocco asked. He lived to be helpful.

“Yes, thank you. You can start by getting out of the girls’ bathroom. Then would you mind going to the lunchroom and collecting Ellie’s things? She fainted near the condiment stand.”

“She fainted?” Charlie asked. A chill trickled down his spine.

Ellie opened her mouth. The four words that exited were barely whispered, but Charlie still managed to catch them. “I saw the girl,” she said.

Charlie nudged Rocco with his elbow. “Let’s go,” he said.
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“She looks so…” Rocco paused to search for the right word.

“Diabolical? Homicidal? Bloodthirsty?” Charlie was happy to fill in the blank.

“Harmless,” Rocco said with a sigh. Charlie heard the pity in his friend’s voice, and it sounded like trouble. Though Rocco was taller than almost everyone else at school, beneath that strapping exterior was a soft spot the size of a kindergartner. Rocco Marquez was way too nice.

But Charlie had to admit it—his friend was right about INK. She was sitting on her own at a table in the center of the cafeteria. Not only was her table empty, but so were the four tables that surrounded it. All the other kids were keeping their distance. At the tables on the edge of the cafeteria, a hundred students had crammed into half as many seats, and the air around them swirled with whispers. Charlie knew what it was like to feel so alone. It wasn’t a very nice feeling.

INK was examining the items on the lunch tray in front of her like a scientist dissecting a particularly revolting specimen. She picked up a nugget and gave it a sniff. Her face wrinkled with disgust, and she dropped it back down to her plate.

“Looks like INK’s sense of smell is working just fine,” Charlie noted. “All you need is one whiff of those nuggets to know they’re not made of chicken.”

“But she seems to really be into the tater tots,” Rocco said. INK had already popped one into her mouth. Her face registered surprise, followed by delight. She immediately reached for another. “Maybe she’s not so bad after all.”

“Everyone likes the tater tots,” Charlie replied. “They’re the only things on the menu that actually taste like food. But we didn’t come here to watch INK eat lunch. Let’s go talk to her.”

“Uh-oh,” Rocco said. “I guess somebody else had the same idea.”

A kid was pushing through the crowd, trying to reach the empty center of the cafeteria. “Excuse me! Sorry! Excuse me!” Charlie winced at the sound. He couldn’t see the kid’s face, but he knew the voice all too well.

His nine-year-old brother, Jack, emerged from the mob and set his Captain America lunch box down in front of INK. The whispers stopped and the lunchroom was eerily silent. Standing by the door, Charlie and Rocco could hear every last word. “Mind if I take this seat?” Jack asked the girl.

INK looked up, and the sides of her mouth twitched as if she were struggling to smile but didn’t know how. “Hello, Jack,” she replied in her elegant accent. “I was hoping I’d see you here.”

Jack beamed as if he really meant it. “Hi, Indy,” he said.

Charlie had almost forgotten that the two knew one another. Over the spring, Jack had taken dozens of secret trips to the Netherworld while Charlie and Charlotte were asleep. During one of those visits, Jack had met INK. He later told Charlie that he’d kept the girl company because she’d seemed lonely. But Charlie suspected their friendship was just part of the twins’ devious plot. There was only one reason a villain like INK would hang out with a nine-year-old. She must have been gathering information on the Laird family, their purple mansion, and the town of Cypress Creek.

Jack opened his lunch box and pulled out a sandwich. “You’re from England, right? Have you ever tried a PB&J? It stands for peanut butter and jelly. Or peanut butter and jam, if you’re fancy. It’s kind of an American delicacy—sort of like tater tots. My stepmom makes the best PB&J in the whole world. She finds these weird berries in the woods and turns them into jam.” He held out half of his sandwich and INK accepted it.

What was Jack doing? Charlie fumed. This time his brother couldn’t claim he didn’t know any better. Was he trying to get himself killed? Who knew what INK would do if someone upset her. What if she hated PB&Js? Charlie took a step forward, planning to push his way through the crowd.

Rocco put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t, Charlie,” he said softly. “I think Jack’s got this one covered for now.”

The old jealousy flared up for an instant before Charlie got control of himself and it died back down. His brother had a way with people—and ogres, gorgons, and changelings—that Charlie would never share. Jack could charm the pants off just about anyone or anything. He’d been sitting with INK for less than a minute and he literally had her eating right out of his hand.

“So do you go to school here now?” Charlie heard Jack ask.

INK nodded. She clearly wanted to speak, but her mouth was sealed shut with peanut butter, and it took several attempts before she could swallow it. “A bomb destroyed my old school in London. I always wanted to find a new one.”

Charlie felt ill. Was that what INK had in mind for Cypress Creek Elementary?

“A bomb?” Jack asked casually, without a hint of concern in his voice. He really was good at this, Charlie thought bitterly.

“Oh yes,” INK said. “It blew the whole place to smithereens.”

“Gee,” said Jack. “That’s terrible.”

“Not really. It happened at night,” INK said, taking another bite of her sandwich. “There was no one inside.”

“Whew,” Jack said, wiping imaginary sweat from his brow. “Well, welcome to Cyprus Creek Elementary! I’m glad you’re here, but I’m kind of surprised. I thought you’d want to go to school in Orville Falls.”

INK stopped chewing. Something about her eyes had changed. “Why would you think that?” she asked.

Jack didn’t let the question throw him for a second. “Oh, just because there’s a big house there that they call Kessog Castle. Since your last name is Kessog, I figured you must be related to the guy who built it. Was he a cousin or something?”

“He was my uncle,” INK said. “But I will never go back to that horrible place again. The people there are the worst I’ve ever met.”

The tone of her voice made it perfectly clear that her uncle and Orville Falls were not subjects she cared to discuss.
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