
  
    [image: The Chronicles of Cassidy]
  


  
    
      The Chronicles of Cassidy

      Books 1-4

    

    
      
        ID Johnson

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by ID Johnson

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Cover by Sparrow Book Cover Designs

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      To Debra. Thanks for your support!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Newsletter

          

        

      

    

    
      Get several of my books for free when you sign up for my newsletter here:

      https://books.bookfunnel.com/idjohnsonnewslettersignup

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            So You Think Your Sister’s a Vampire?

          

          The Chronicles of Cassidy Book 1

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      You think you know someone, and then they go and turn into a creature of the night, a bloodsucker, a vampire, right before your very eyes, and then you realize, you don’t really know anyone at all, perhaps not even yourself.

      My name’s Cassidy Findley, and up until a couple of weeks ago, I was living a pretty mundane existence. I live in a small town in rural Iowa where the most exciting thing that ever happens is someone shoots a deer or a friend’s hog has piglets. No, really, those are the kinds of stories I’ve come to expect to hear in the hallways of Shenandoah High School on a Monday morning. Okay, I might be exaggerating a little bit; sometimes there are stories about who is going out with who or who met a hot stranger at the mall—which happens to be about an hour away from here in Council Bluffs, so no one can ever verify those sorts of stories—but for the most part, nothing exciting ever happens in Shenandoah, that is until the night before Thanksgiving. Nothing would ever be the same after that night.

      Actually, things started to head in the direction of a downward spiral a couple of nights before that. My older sister, Cadence, is nineteen and attends college at the University of Iowa in Iowa City—well, she did go to college there, anyway. I’ll get to that soon enough. She was back in town for the week because of the holiday, and I was so happy to see her. My sister and I have always been very close—until recently.

      Her whole life, my sister has talked about wanting to be an elementary school teacher, so the fact that she dropped out and took a job with some sort of security company would’ve been shocking if I hadn’t already figured out by then what was happening. Again, I’m getting ahead of myself. I guess it would make more sense if I just start at the beginning.

      Cadence was super popular when she was in school. She was a cheerleader, in the choir, and in a half-dozen other clubs. I do some of those things, too, but I definitely don’t get the same sort of attention that Cadence did, which is fine. I don’t need that sort of spotlight. Not that she ever seemed to want it either, but that was just part of who she was. My sister is beautiful, with long brown hair and big brown eyes. I’ve seen guys literally crumple when she flashes them her dazzling smile. She’s totally oblivious, though. Still, being so well-liked garnered her a group of friends that went practically everywhere with her when they were in high school and a boyfriend that was the envy of all the other girls. Even after she and Jack broke up, he still continued to follow her around like a puppy dog every time she came home. So, it was no surprise that one of the voices I heard through our adjoining bedroom wall that night was his.

      I try not to eavesdrop as a rule. I think it’s underhanded and sneaky. But… my sister’s friends are loud, so I can often hear most of their conversations just by not listening to any music or watching anything on my laptop when they’re chatting. Like I said, none of what I overheard was on purpose. And sometimes I wish I hadn’t heard anything at all. But I did.

      I was sitting on my bed, trying to decide whether to watch a movie or catch up on some TV when the whole group of them came up the stairs. I closed my laptop and went into “not eavesdropping” mode. I heard Cadence’s friend Drew Peterson’s voice first. She’s still in high school and on the Varsity cheerleading squad. Since I’m on the JV squad, sometimes we practice together, and she’s usually nice to me. She has short, curly blonde hair and big blue eyes. She’s really pretty, but unlike my sister, she knows it. Drew’s the kind of girl who will use her looks to get whatever she wants, and I always wondered why my sister hung out with her when Cadence usually likes people who are more down to earth.

      I remembered that she used to date my sister’s friend Kash Donetello as soon as I heard his voice. “That’s why,” I reminded myself. Drew started hanging out with my sister when she was dating Kash, and even though they broke up a while ago, Drew has stuck to my sister like bubble gum on her Converse. She just won’t go away.

      Drew’s laughter rang through the wall, and I heard my sister mention she had a paper that she needed to work on. Why her friends were here while she was doing homework is beyond me, but I figured it is back to the sticky factor. Once someone has latched on to Cadence, she has a hard time shaking them.

      I heard her two other guy friends—the aforementioned Jack Cook, ex-boyfriend and star baseball player who now attends college in Nebraska, and Jon Chancellor, who decided not to go to college. Jon is one of those guys who is always joking around about everything, and although I’ve personally never thought he was particularly funny, I guess Cadence does. She has always had a strange sense of humor.

      I could hear two other female voices, too, though not well enough to make out what they were saying. Still, I knew that they were my sister’s real best friends, the ones she’d choose to keep if she had to whittle down this group. Taylor Christianson and Sidney Cox are to Cadence what my two best friends, Lucy Burk and Emma O’Sullivan, are to me. I have other friends, too, like Milo Parker and Wes Standford, and then there’s Liam White who is super cute, but I think is just using me to pass Algebra II. If I had to pick my two BFFs, though, there’s no question it would be Luce and Em, hands down. I know that’s a lot of names, and for right now, you probably don’t have to worry about most of these people. The only ones that are super important are my sister, of course, and Drew. If I had known then what I know now about the fate of Drew Peterson, I would’ve burst into my sister’s bedroom and ordered everyone to go home immediately.

      But I didn’t do that because I had no idea that the conversation my sister was having through that paper-thin wall would be so significant.

      I adjusted my position on top of the floral print bedspread my mother had purchased for me a few years earlier when I’d decided I was too old for Disney Princesses and tried not to not listen to my sister’s conversation. You’d think the walls would be thicker considering that was supposed to be the master suite. Despite the fact that Cadence had an en suite bathroom and a closet big enough to hide all of her friends should my parents ever care that she was practically throwing a party in her bedroom, I was never jealous. My parents’ bedroom was downstairs in what was meant to be a mother-in-law suite, but my Grandma Janette lives in Des Moines and my other grandparents still have each other. So, everyone else has spacious bedrooms with attached bathrooms, and I have to walk down the hall a little way to take a shower. Really not a big deal—not even a first world problem. Still, I could practically hear my sister and her friends breathing, which is why I can say I definitely wasn’t trying to hear what they were talking about.

      But I heard nonetheless. Drew was talking about an Eidolon Festival. I’d never heard that word before and thought at first that I just wasn’t hearing it correctly through the drywall, but I did what I always do when I hear a word I don’t know—I looked it up. Even before she stopped talking, I had it on Wikipedia. Since I was pretty sure she wasn’t talking about idolizing anyone, that only left one alternative. “A specter or phantom,” I read aloud, my forehead crinkling. Why would anyone want to go to a festival for that? I wondered. It definitely didn’t sound like something my sister would like. She wasn’t even a fan of Halloween. Not that she was scared; she just thought it was pointless to walk around dressed like someone you’re not, trying to scare people or collecting candy. I tended to agree with her and waited to hear her tell Drew to forget about it.

      The discussion went on for a few minutes, and I could hear Cadence saying she didn’t want to go. It sounded like Taylor was actually afraid, like she was about to cry, so I thought for sure this would be the end of the discussion. But then Drew started whining, and I know that’s my sister’s weakness. “You all went away to college and left me here,” she was saying.

      Like kryptonite, the tears of Drew Peterson melted my sister’s iron resolve, and the next thing I heard was Cadence agreeing to go. I could hardly believe my ears. Whatever this thing was, it sounded dangerous, and it wasn’t even in town. They’d have to drive to Villisca. A festival of ghosts in a town made famous for an axe murder? I was pretty sure this was a bad idea.

      I know what you’re thinking, and you’re right. You’re asking yourself, “If Cassidy Findley is such a good girl, why didn’t she get up and go tell her sister not to go?” Or, “Why didn’t she head straight downstairs and interrupt her parents’ viewing of CSI Miami to let them know her older sister was planning to lie to them and use a cover story of spending the night at Drew’s house to sneak out?” And you’re right—you’re absolutely right. I should’ve done one or both of those things. And now, here we are, a few weeks later, and everything in the world is completely different. This is a guilt I will carry with me for the rest of my life. I no longer feel like the good girl who always makes the right decisions. What I overheard that night has led me down a dark hole, one where I not only eavesdrop on every other member of my family, but I’ve also become a master of deception. As a matter-of-fact, I’m pretty sure someone is dead because I didn’t stand up and say something. What’s even worse (yes, worse than death) is that, because I chose not to burst through my sister’s door and tell her not to go to that stupid festival, my sister is now a vampire; I’m almost sure of it.
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      The night before Thanksgiving, I went to bed a little earlier than usual. I wasn’t particularly tired, but I was worried, and I didn’t want to hang around my parents any more than I had to because I was certain they would be able to tell something was bothering me. Cadence had sat around the house most of that day, trying to act  inconspicuous, but I could tell by the way she twisted the ring on her right hand that she was anxious. I wanted to ask her why she had agreed to go to this festival if she knew it was a bad idea, but she had no idea I could overhear her conversations with her friends in her bedroom, and I was still under the impression that breaking her trust would be worse than just letting her go. For the most part, my sister has good judgment, and I still expected her to find a way to talk her friends out of going.

      Ever since I’d heard Drew use that word—Eidolon—I’d been doing some research. I thought if I knew more about where they were headed, maybe I could come up with some sort of a way to trick them into not going. But no matter how much searching I did using the keywords I’d overheard from their conversation, nothing came up. Even though I had heard enough to know this Eidolon Festival in Villisca was supposed to be the night before Thanksgiving at the witching hour, which is 3:00 AM, I couldn’t find any more information. I considered asking Emma to help me because, when it comes to computers, Em’s a whiz, but I didn’t do it. I was still thinking I was overreacting, though somewhere deep down inside, I felt a stirring, like this night would be a turning point of sorts. I played it off, because that just sounds ridiculous. I wish I would’ve listened to my gut.

      We were eating dinner, chicken casserole, one of my mom’s specialties, and the table was mostly quiet except for the clatter of silverware. I could tell my mom was going over her list for Thanksgiving dinner in her head, and my dad was probably thinking about the football games he’d be watching the next day. Cadence was much quieter than usual, and I wanted to ask her to stay there with me that night, to watch a movie, but when she was done eating, she cleared her throat and said, “I’m heading over to Drew’s.”

      “Oh?” my mom had said, clearly not expecting that.

      “Yeah. She’s having us all over to watch movies. I might just sleep over at her house. I don’t want to come back in the middle of the night and wake everyone up.”

      My sister wasn’t looking at either one of my parents. She was looking right over their heads, like she couldn’t meet their eyes. And I wanted to yell out, “Liar!” But instead I shoved a forkful of noodles and overcooked chicken in my mouth.

      Dad looked at Mom and shrugged. “Okay, honey. Just be back plenty early in the morning.”

      “I was hoping you could give me a hand in the kitchen.” My mom managed a small smile, but she didn’t protest. Now, I wonder if perhaps her intuition had kicked in, and she’d somehow sensed her oldest daughter was in danger, but like me, she’d chosen to ignore that voice in the back of her head.

      “Sure. I’ll be back in plenty of time,” Cadence had said, a nervous smile on her face. She’d scooted her chair back, the legs screeching across the surface of the oak floor beneath our feet, and took her plate into the kitchen. I wanted to follow her, to confront her. I’d taken another bite of my dinner now, tasting nothing.

      The break in the silence started a conversation between my parents, and my mom started talking about the sales on Friday. She has friends who go Black Friday shopping, and while she’s not much of a fan herself because of the crowds, she seemed to be considering going this year.

      “May I be excused?” I asked, interrupting their conversation.

      “Sure,” my mom had said as if she wasn’t expecting me to be so polite. I’m not sure why I asked either—it’s not a rule at my house—but I was in the kitchen a few seconds later, practically running into Cadence as she came around the corner of the counter by the dishwasher.

      “Oh, Cass. You scared me,” she’d said, clutching her chest.

      I’d wanted to say if she scares that easily, perhaps she shouldn’t go out tonight, but I had just stood there, holding my half-eaten dinner. I remember noticing she wasn’t quite dressed like someone who was going to her friend’s house to watch movies. She was wearing knee-high brown boots, thick tights, and a skirt. I’d seen her bring down her brown jacket, which I assumed she’d toss over her brown cashmere sweater. I didn’t comment on the fact that sleeping in that outfit wouldn’t be very comfortable, and maybe she should consider taking an overnight bag. Instead, I just muttered, “Sorry,” and stepped around her to scrape off my plate.

      “You got plans tonight?” she’d asked. My sister was always trying to figure out whether or not I had a secret boyfriend. I could see the twinkle in her eye as she hinted that this is what she was really asking.

      “No,” I’d said, thinking now would be the perfect time to tell her I know more about her plans than I was letting on. Instead, I turned on the tap and rinsed my plate before sticking it into the dishwasher next to hers.

      “Well, you should call one of your friends or something. You never have any fun, Cass.”

      I was thinking, At least I am not sneaking out behind Mom and Dad’s backs, but I just looked at her, wondering why we were so different. I would have never considered doing such a thing, and my sister was supposed to be a good girl, too, though I know that wasn’t the first time she had lied to our parents.

      I must’ve been staring too intently, because her forehead furrowed. “You okay, Cass? You feeling all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I managed, trying to force a smile, but my face was frozen, and I am guessing it came across as a grimace.

      She did not look convinced. “Okay. Well, I hope you find something fun to do.” She smiled at me and headed toward the kitchen door.

      “Cadence!” I hadn’t meant for my voice to be so loud, but she stopped and turned to face me, still puzzled. I’d taken a few quick steps over to her and wrapped my arms around her. It took her a moment to hug me back, and at the time, she probably thought I’d lost all of my marbles. “Be careful,” I said into her shoulder.

      A nervous giggle escaped her lips. “I’m just going to Drew’s,” she reminded me.

      Somehow, I managed to regain my composure and stepped back, releasing her. “Right.”

      Cadence continued to look at me like she thought I might need to be professionally evaluated before she said, “Goodnight, Cassidy,” and backed out of the swinging door into the dining room.

      “Goodnight.” Only she hadn’t heard me. She was gone by then. I could’ve run after her, grabbed ahold of her, and not let go until she promised me she wouldn’t go to that stupid festival, but I didn’t do it. I stood in the kitchen, fighting back tears, wishing I’d been strong enough to speak up. While I was certainly unsettled, even then, I had no idea that was the last time I’d ever see my sister alive. She’d come back to the house later that night, but by then, I’m pretty sure the change had already started taking shape, and she was already undead.

      Whatever the reason, I’d gone to bed early that night, thinking there was a shift on the horizon, something bigger than anything I’d ever known before. Eventually, I dozed off, but my suspicions that all was not well were confirmed when I awoke sometime between 4:00 and 5:00 AM to the sounds of an unfamiliar voice coming from my sister’s room, an engine outside, and footsteps on the roof.
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      I think it was the voice that woke me up, though it may have been the purr of a motorcycle engine. I was dreaming about my sister riding off on the back of a motorcycle, leaving Shenandoah forever, and in my dream, I was on the sidewalk outside of our house, screaming for her to come back. So maybe it was the bike that woke me, though it had been incorporated into my dream so that when my eyes flew open, I thought that part wasn’t real.

      Then I heard a man talking to my sister. I’d never heard his voice before; I was certain of that. So, it wasn’t Jack or Jon or Kash. He sounded like he was in a rush, like something was wrong, but somehow there was a calmness about each measured word. His voice was a sort of a song, and for once, I actually got out of my bed and pressed my ear to the wall, trying to figure out who this person was and why he was there.

      Cadence was upset about something. There was no question about that. She was slamming drawers and doors. Most of the time when she was sneaking around, she’d try to be quiet so as not to wake me, but more than one slam let me know that she wasn’t thinking clearly. While I still couldn’t understand more than a few words, I did hear her call him a “creep” which was alarming, but the next thing I knew she was crying. It wasn’t the sort of cry you might hear when someone is in trouble. It was a lamentable cry, like when the whole world has been upended and you’re just on the cusp of understanding what has happened. I would come to know this cry on a personal level in the days and weeks to come.

      Another engine sound caught my attention, and I crept to the window. Below me, pulled up to the curb in front of our unassuming house in the middle of small town USA, was a black sports car I imagined would do just fine in a Grand Prix race. I had no idea what it was, but it was impressive. I heard the motorcycle again and realized it wasn’t a dream after all. In fact, as it pulled off into the distance, I thought I might’ve heard more than one of them. That’s when I heard footsteps on the roof and jumped back away from the window. I had no idea what was happening, but panic began to grow inside of me.

      Carefully, I snuck to the door and locked it, something I don’t think I’d ever done before. I also picked up my phone thinking I might have to call 9-1-1. I had no idea what was happening, but I noticed Cadence had stopped crying, and a few minutes later, I heard her bedroom window open and close very quickly. I rushed back to my window, careful not to make too much noise, but I had no idea how anyone could come and go through her window since we were on the second floor.

      Below me, I only saw a blur that looked something like a disturbance in the air, sort of like how a superhero might move in a movie. It disappeared out of the yard and down the street, and I held my breath for a long moment. The car was still there, the engine much quieter now as it idled, and then I heard another motorcycle sound. It was almost like whatever had jumped out of my sister’s bedroom window had flashed to a spot down the block to the bike.

      It wasn’t Cadence, though. I heard her in her room, heard the creek of her door and the flick of her light switch, heard her boots on the carpet outside of my room, heard the creak of the stairs.

      I felt like she was in trouble, like something bad had happened, and I desperately wanted to run out to her, to help her. But my feet were melded into the carpet by the window, and I couldn’t move. I’d never been as confused or as terrified as I was at that moment. I heard another noise on the roof, though this one was softer than the bumps I’d heard before. I hoped that meant whoever—or whatever—was up there was leaving.

      Looking down at the car, I saw another flash and then there was a woman standing next to it. I had no idea how she’d gotten there. I hadn’t seen the driver’s side door open or watched her walk around the car, unless that was what the flicker of movement had been. As my sister approached the car, an overnight bag in her hand, I noticed this other woman, who was dressed entirely in black with short, curly, purplish hair, was much shorter than Cadence. They talked for a few moments, and then my sister climbed into the car and rode away with her.

      I continued to stand by the window for a long moment, trying to figure out if I was dreaming or if something else was going on. How could everything I’d just witnessed be real? I was about to walk away from the window when movement on the top of the house across the street caught my attention. My anxiety rose, and I thought perhaps we were being invaded by aliens. Panic turning to sheer terror, I did what a five-year-old girl might do and took off toward my bedroom door as fast as I could.

      Forgetting that I’d locked it, I ran into the thin wood face first. I had expected to pull it open as I was going out, but instead, I’d come face-to-face with the barrier. Rubbing my smarting nose, I fumbled with the lock as another noise sounded on the roof. I made it out into the hallway, thankful for the nightlight my dad had positioned there eons ago, and ran down the stairs as quickly as I could, watching over my shoulders as I went.

      My parent’s bedroom door was closed, but thankfully it wasn’t locked. I expected them both to be sound asleep, but as I threw the door open, I was surprised to see them both sitting up in bed talking, worried expressions on their faces.

      “Mom! Dad!” I said, closing the door behind me and trying to hold back the terror in my voice. “Something weird is going on!”

      “Oh, Cassidy, honey, you should be asleep.” Leave it to Liz Findley to try and soothe the terror out of me when she clearly knew something odd was happening. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be up this time of day either, not unless she was in the kitchen with the turkey, which she obviously wasn’t.

      I flung myself onto the foot of their bed. “Mom, something’s going on with Cadence! There was a man in her room. And I saw her leave with some weird woman in a sports car!”

      My parents exchanged glances, and then both of their phones chimed at the exact same moment with a text message. My mother held up a finger and reached for her phone. A small sigh escaped her lips as she showed the screen to my father despite the fact that he was holding his own phone in his hand and likely had just received the same message—from my sister, I presumed. I waited in agony for them to tell me what was going on.

      I didn’t miss the look that passed between them. They were aware that something bizarre was going on, but they didn’t look panicked or terrified the way that I was. I continued to stare at my mother for what seemed like an eternity until she set her phone aside.

      “I’ll go call Mom,” my dad said, letting out a deep breath. He took his phone and climbed out of bed, his blue pajama pants tangled around one calf. “Everything is okay, Cassidy,” he said almost as an afterthought as he headed into the bathroom so he could call his mom in private. I had no idea what Grandma Janette had to do with any of this, and I returned my attention to my mother.

      “Get as much information as you can, Eli!” my mother called out to my father as he shut the bathroom door. Then, she returned her gaze to me. I knew that look. It was the same one she gave me when I came in fourth place in a gymnastics competition when I was six, just missing the podium. I got it often when I’d tried to play coaches pitch and found out I am not so good at hitting balls with large sticks. She reached up and smoothed my long brown hair away from my face. “Everything will be okay, Cassidy. Something unexpected has happened. But I’m sure your sister is just fine.”

      Her words seemed measured, and I wondered exactly what that text, which I was certain now had to have been from Cadence, said. “Mom, I heard footsteps on the roof.”

      “It was probably just the wind.”

      “There was a man in Cadence’s room.”

      “It must’ve been Jack.”

      I couldn’t tell my mom that I’d heard Jack’s voice through Cadence’s wall plenty of times and knew it was not him. Also, Jack had never come and gone via the bedroom window before. “What about the sports car?”

      “Honey, your sister just sent me a text. She’s made a new friend. I’m sure we’ll know more soon. She’s just going out of town for a bit.”

      I raised both eyebrows at her. None of this made any sense. “What does Grandma have to do with anything?”

      This one seemed to throw more of a wrench in her deceitful plan. “I think your dad just wanted Grandma to know that Cadence is going out of town for a little while.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her. Why would my father call his elderly mother at—I glanced at the clock—4:57 to tell her that my sister had made a friend and was going out of town?

      Before I could inquire further, my dad was on his way back to bed, his pant leg righted. “Everything is okay, Cassidy,” he repeated, a solemn smile on his face. Dad sat down on the opposite side of the bed from where I was sitting, and I could tell by his expression that everything wasn’t really okay. He looked at my mom and then at me, as if he was asking her whether or not they should toss me out. My mom only shrugged, and I could tell by her eyes that she was dying for my dad to tell her something.

      “Cassidy, why don’t you go back to bed, and we’ll talk about all of this in a few hours?” My dad’s tone was the kind that says he’s asking a question, but he doesn’t really mean to see if you agree or not.

      For once in my life, I played dumb. “No, thank you,” I said, as if I thought his question gave me a choice. “I’d like to know what’s going on now. Where’s Cadence? Is she okay?”

      My father’s breath could’ve blown out all the candles on his cake if he was a hundred years old. “Cadence is fine, honey. There was some sort of an accident tonight. I’m not sure of the details yet, but Drew Peterson was hurt. They’ve taken her to the hospital. Your sister is going to stay with your grandma for a few days to try to calm down. She’s very upset.”

      I listened to my father’s words and felt the blood drain out of my face. I had known all along this Eidolon Festival wasn’t a good idea, and now it was confirmed. Part of me thought I should tell them what I knew, that Cadence hadn’t just gone to Drew’s house that night, but I also didn’t want to get Cadence in trouble, especially if she was involved with whatever had happened to Drew. It seemed very bizarre to me that my sister would head out of town because her friend was in the hospital unless Cadence had something to do with whatever had landed Drew there.

      I remembered hearing my sister cry a few moments ago. Had she done something to hurt Drew? Was it on purpose, or an accident, like my dad said? I couldn’t imagine Cadence hurting anyone. Even though we were siblings, we never roughhoused the way that some kids did. She’d never done more than throw a pillow at me. My insides felt all tangled up. So many more questions burned in my mind, but I didn’t feel safe asking any of them right now for fear I’d give my sister’s secret away. As it was, I may have already said too much. Would my parents wonder who the man was that was in my sister’s room? What had Cadence told them about the woman with the purple hair?

      Holding back all of the questions that threatened to bubble to the surface, I nodded my head. “Will you tell me if you hear anything more about Drew? Or if Cadence calls?”

      “Of course, honey,” my mom said. “But don’t worry. You’re perfectly safe. Any noises you heard have a logical explanation.” She was smiling in reassurance, and I wanted to believe her, but she hadn’t seen what I did.

      Nevertheless, I pulled myself up off of the bed and headed toward the door. My parents’ smiles were straightened, tight with anxiety, and they both watched me like they were waiting for me to step outside of the door so that they could breathe again.

      I acquiesced and walked out into the hallway, pulling their door closed behind me. As expected, I heard two loud exhales as soon as it clicked. I considered lingering for a moment to see if they said anything I needed to know, but then, my parents were smarter than I was giving them credit for, and they waited for me to walk away before either of them said a word.

      As I passed through the living room on the way to the stairs, I noticed the chain on the front door was unlocked. There was no way Cadence could’ve locked it behind herself when she left, so I slid it into place before heading up the stairs, satisfied that the door was secure.

      I didn’t go straight to my room, though. Instead, I went to hers. I carefully pushed the door open, afraid that man, or someone else, might be in there, waiting for me to become the curious cat. Nothing stirred, and nothing appeared to be out of place. Even the bedroom window appeared to be locked from the inside. I opened a few drawers and Cadence’s closet, noticing some of her favorite clothes were gone. An inspection of her bathroom proved she’d managed to grab some of her favorite products and little more. I noticed she’d forgotten her phone charger and wondered if her new friends would have one she could borrow since I was pretty sure the only phone my grandma had likely used a rotary dial. The fact that I know what that is should prove I’m not kidding.

      I stepped back into the hallway, looking around to make sure I was alone before I headed back to my bedroom. I closed and locked the door behind me and even took my chair out from under my desk and propped it under the handle. I realized that if these people could come in and out of locked windows, jumping up and down from the second story, my flimsy desk chair probably wasn’t going to do much, but it made me feel marginally safer.

      Out the window, the street looked just as sleepy as it usually did that time of morning. The sun wasn’t up yet, although I imagined it would be beginning to climb the sky soon enough. The neighbors’ roofs all looked as they should, and I heard nothing else above me.

      Blowing out a breath through my mouth, I climbed back under the covers, thinking there was no way I could go back to sleep. I prayed that Drew would be okay and that whatever was going on with Cadence, she wouldn’t be in any trouble. I saw my own phone next to me on the nightstand and thought about calling her, but whatever was going on with her, the last thing she needed was to think that she’d involved me somehow. My sister was overly protective, and I knew I’d be doing her a solid by not letting her know I’d seen or heard anything. For all she knew, I’d slept through the whole thing, and that’s the way it needed to stay until I could figure out what in the world was going on.

      I also considered calling Lucy or Emma but quickly pushed those ideas away, too. Lucy likely wouldn’t be up until closer to noon, despite the fact that it was a holiday. And Em had a very strict rule that people shouldn’t be out of bed until the sun was up. Once it climbed above the horizon, then, by all means, start your day, but if the sun was down, so was Em, at least in the morning. Sometimes her rules were a little hard for us to understand, but we did our best to abide by them, which meant I’d have to wait a few more hours to call her, too. It wasn’t likely she would know anything anyway. She didn’t care much for any people other than me or Lucy, so it wasn’t like she would’ve heard anything. Lucy on the other hand had quite a social network. As soon as she was conscious, Lucy Burk would know what was going on. She’d probably hear what had happened to my own sister before I did.

      I slumped down into the bed, pulling the covers up over my shoulders, wishing I could just forget the last half hour or so of my existence. Drew was hurt; Cadence was in trouble; and there were some sort of weird beings invading our lives. Whatever had happened at that Eidolon Festival, I needed to find out because, if Cadence’s life would never be the same, neither would mine, and I wasn’t sure I was ready for the kind of drastic changes that brought sports cars to your house in the middle of the night.
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      Somehow, I must’ve managed to fall back to sleep because when I opened my eyes again, the sun was streaming in between my curtains, and the clock said it was 9:27. I was so alarmed that I’d missed something important, I leapt out of my bed and ran to the door, listening for more weird sounds. The house was eerily silent without Cadence next door. I was sure my parents were up, but they were likely in the kitchen preparing for Thanksgiving dinner, and I wouldn’t be able to hear them from here.

      I went back and sat on the edge of my bed, trying to decide what to do. I could check all the usual social media sites to see if anyone knew how Drew was or what had happened, but I was a little hesitant to do that. What if someone knew my sister was involved? Did I really want to read that Cadence had killed someone on Facebook? I also considered calling my sister again but decided not to bother her. With a sigh, I grabbed some clean clothes and decided to head down the hallway to the bathroom to take a quick shower. My barricade was still in place, and I felt a little silly moving the chair out of the way so I could exit my room, but at least I knew no one had entered my bedroom in the middle of the night.

      Unless, of course, they’d come in the window.

      Chills ran down my spine as I thought over everything that had happened the night before. I turned the shower on and let it run for a minute while I took care of other things and brushed my teeth. Had there really been a strange man in my sister’s room? Did he really jump out the window and run away in a blur? What was up with the noise on the roof? And where in the world did Cadence meet someone who drove a car like that?

      I got in and let the warm water wash over me, thankful that something normal still existed in my life. As I washed my hair, my thoughts slipped to poor Drew. I had no idea what had happened to her, but I had a burning in the pit of my stomach that told me everything was not okay. My parents were not exactly forthcoming with the information earlier that morning, so I hoped they’d be a little more inclined to share now that the sun was up. They might not be willing to tell me what had happened to the blonde cheerleader with the infectious smile, but I hoped they would at least tell me if she was going to be okay.

      Turning the water off, I ran a towel over myself and did my best to get as much water out of my hair as I could. People have always said that Cadence and I have the same hair, but I don’t think that’s true. Hers is a lot thicker than mine, and it seems like she can just run a brush through it, and it’s perfect whereas I have to spend forty-five minutes drying, brushing, and styling mine. But not that day. I threw on my jeans and a sweatshirt and grabbed a ponytail holder. I wasn’t planning on leaving the house and couldn’t imagine anyone showing up on Thanksgiving morning. So… easy would win the day.

      I was headed down the stairs, trying to keep my steps light in case I could catch my parents discussing something they wouldn’t otherwise share with me. Like I said, I don’t make a habit of listening in on other people’s conversations, but that might have been the only way I could figure out what was happening with Cadence. I also wondered if my sister would be back sometime that day. I couldn’t imagine her missing Thanksgiving dinner, but the parental units had made it seem like she would be gone for a few days.

      Faint noises from the kitchen caught my attention, and I turned to head that direction when a knock at the door stopped me in my tracks. So much for no visitors today. I tentatively approached the entryway, hoping this wasn’t the police or the FBI showing up to arrest my sister for doing something devious to Drew.

      Our front door has one of those little windows next to it where you can peer out before you unlock the door. Of course, there’s no way you can do that without the person seeing you, but I did it anyway. When you’re expecting to see someone who looks like a federal agent standing on your doorstep, and you look out the curtain to see someone who looks like a federal agent standing on your doorstep, it is a little alarming. I didn’t get much of a look at him before I flung the curtain back into place, but this was not a neighbor asking for a cup of sugar to finish a pie.

      With a deep breath, I unlocked the door, wondering how fast my dad could run up here and save me if I screamed. But then, I’m fifteen years old; I should be able to answer the door without freaking out. Cautiously, I opened the door just wide enough to stick my head out. “Yes?” I asked, trying not to bite my bottom lip.

      I could see him much better now than when I’d peeked out from behind the curtain. He was dressed mostly in black, except for the white shirt he had on under his black leather jacket, which is why I thought he looked like a cop. I wouldn’t call him tall, exactly, but he had several inches on me and looked like he could probably hold his own in a fist fight, though he definitely wasn’t a big guy. As he pulled his dark sunglasses off and made eye contact with me, my knees betrayed me, and for a second, I actually thought I might swoon like one of those ladies in an old-timey movie. This guy was hot—and not in the same way a high school boy who happens to have matured a little bit more than his peers is hot, either. Like, this guy could’ve been a movie star. His blue eyes were piercing, much brighter than any photo filter I’ve ever seen, and he had the kind of jawline that whispered he meant business, despite the easy smile he wore.

      Nevertheless, I was not one for letting looks deceive me. I’d seen enough documentaries to know how people like Ted Bundy worked. I did not falter in my caution as I stood there, waiting for him to declare his intentions.

      He must’ve been expecting my parents to open the door or something because it took him a minute to respond. “Hi,” he said, injecting a cheerfulness into his voice I was sure wouldn’t typically be there if it weren’t a teenage girl staring at him from the doorjamb. “Are your parents around?”

      As soon as he finished the sentence, a bolt of recognition struck me surer than if Zeus had tossed down a shock from heaven. I knew that voice! This was the guy from my sister’s room the night before! My eyes widened, my mouth dropped open, and I felt my heart pounding in my chest. If there were words formulating in my head, they were not connecting with my mouth.

      “Cassidy?” he said quietly, “are you okay?”

      “Huh?” The mention of my name jerked me back to reality, though I was now even more shocked. How in the world did he know who I was?

      “I didn’t mean to… alarm you. My name is Aaron McReynolds, and I’m a friend of your parents’.”

      He was still smiling at me, and I knew he was doing his best to try and set me at ease. My fingernails were beginning to etch half-moons in the wood of the door. How did he know my parents? I looked past him, curious as to whether or not that girl was here, too, or maybe the roof people. A very expensive looking motorcycle sat at the curb, but that was it. No other nefarious people seemed to linger in the shadows.

      Returning my attention to the man in front of me, I suddenly found courage I hadn’t previously possessed. I cleared my throat loudly. “My parents are here. I can get them.”

      “Great,” he said with a nod that showed relief—either that I would comply or that I hadn’t passed out right in front of him.

      “One moment please.” He raised his eyebrows, and I thought I heard a chuckle as I closed the door in his face and locked it. He might be able to get through my sister’s window, but he wasn’t coming in here without my parents’ permission.

      All thoughts of cautiously approaching my mom and dad had gone away the second I’d realized who was standing on my doorstep. I ran into the kitchen, practically screaming, hoping that Aaron McReynolds, if that was his real name, couldn’t hear the panic in my voice. “Mom! Dad! Some creepy dude’s at the door. He says he knows you!”

      My dad was sitting at the table in the kitchen, reading the newspaper and sipping coffee, while my mom was at the stove, likely basting the turkey. When I came in, they both turned to look at me like they were sure I’d lost my mind.

      “Calm down, Cassidy,” my mom said, a questioning lilt in her voice.

      “Really, Cass, it’s too early in the morning to be so jumpy.” My dad took another drink before putting his coffee down and standing.

      “Did he tell you his name?” My mom was following my father to the door now.

      I backed up. “Yeah. Aaron.”

      “Oh, of course,” my mom muttered, and then, even though I was walking backward and trying not to run into anything as we crossed through the dining room, I saw an exchange of glances that told me they really did know this guy.

      “Well, Cassidy, you could’ve let him in,” my mom scolded once we’d reached the foyer and she realized he was still outside.

      “You locked the door?” My father looked both embarrassed and confused.

      “I… don’t know him.” I didn’t mention that I was afraid he was here to arrest Cadence at first, or that I knew he had been in her bedroom the night before, but as my mom opened the door revealing a patiently waiting, still mysterious, yet dreamy, stranger, I began to feel a little silly.

      “Aaron! It’s so nice to see you!” my mother exclaimed, gesturing widely with her arm for him to come in. She hugged him, and he kissed her on the cheek before my father proclaimed a similar greeting and they did that half-hug, half-handshake thing guys do when they’re bros. I stood with my forehead crinkled, staring.

      “I guess you’ve met Cassidy?” my mom asked.

      “I have,” Aaron replied, smiling at me in a way that said my teenage antics amused him. I wasn’t sure what to make of him, so I said nothing, only narrowed my eyes slightly.

      “Aaron used to work with your grandpar…grandma,” my dad said, catching himself and making a course correction. Was he going to say grandparents? As in both my grandma and grandpa? That was impossible.

      My expression revealed my confusion. “I’m a little older than I look,” he said with a shrug, and both of my parents chuckled like they were in on a joke I wasn’t privy to. I nodded, but as far as I knew, my grandmother had been retired since before I was born and my grandfather had died years before that. Which means he either started working when he was, like, ten, or he was a lot, lot older than he looked.

      “I’m sorry to come by and interrupt your holiday like this,” he said, mostly talking to my parents, though I got the impression he was apologizing to me, too.

      “Oh, no. It’s not your fault.” My mother let out a sigh that told me all of the joy she’d conjured up to greet this person she allegedly knew through her mother-in-law had been swept away as they all remembered why he was here. Of course, I still didn’t know.

      I opened my mouth, ready to ask where Cadence was, thinking he might know, but before I could get anything out, my dad said, “Cass, why don’t you head upstairs for a bit. We need to talk about a few things in private.”

      Normally, I would have immediately complied. But everything was just so weird…. Instead, I said, “But Dad, you guys haven’t even told me how Drew is. And is Cadence okay?”

      The color seemed to drain out of my mom’s face. She looked at my dad, and he seemed just as lost. My questions lingered in the air as I began to think of all of the horrible things that might’ve happened to my sister and her friend.

      The only person who seemed to think I deserved answers wasn’t even related to me (as far as I knew. Things were getting so weird!). “Cassidy, your sister is fine. I just came to talk to your parents about that. She’s with your grandma.”

      This raised a million other questions. Why didn’t Grandma Janette just call? Why would he need to be the one to tell them anything about their own kid? But I nodded. At least Cadence was okay, and someone was answering my questions.

      “Honey,” my mom said, unfreezing and turning to face me, “Drew… passed away.”

      Even though I’d been bracing for bad news about Drew all morning, hearing that information was still like a blow to the gut. I’d never known a real person who died before. I mean, my grandpa died before I was born, like I said, but I never knew him. I guess there were some older people in the neighborhood who had passed on, but this was totally different. Drew was only seventeen—only two years older than me. She was young, full of life. I felt tears stinging my eyes, but I didn’t have any words.

      “I’m so sorry, sweetheart.” My dad wrapped his arms around me. “I know she was on the cheerleading squad with you.”

      It wasn’t the time to explain that wasn’t quite right, but I knew what my dad meant, and it was nice that my parents realized that losing one of Cadence’s friends was hard on me, too, even if we didn’t hang out together the way that Cadence and Drew did. I fought back my tears, though, not wanting to cry in front of this stranger.

      My dad released me. “Thanks for letting me know,” I said.

      “Why don’t you head upstairs, and we’ll be up to talk in a few minutes?” My mom’s suggestion was acceptable, now that I knew what was going on. I nodded and turned to go, but before I made it to the stairs, I couldn’t help but make eye contact again with the handsome, mysterious stranger. I didn’t know who or what he was, but I felt like my world had been turned upside down over the course of just a few hours, and he knew more than he was willing to say.

      He looked at me for a second, a small smile forming, as if he wanted to assure me everything would be all right, but that’s just the sort of thing a girl thinks when she lets the hitchhiker into her car and winds up in a dumpster. No, I did not trust this Aaron McReynolds person, and I would do my best to find out why he was there and what he had to do with my sister.

      I headed up the stairs, making as much noise as I could, lulling them into thinking I was long gone. I even went so far as to open and close my bedroom door before I slunk back over to the stairs and dropped down next to the railing. Luckily for me, they continued to stand in the entryway for a moment, rather than heading straight to the living room, which was further away. I was pretty sure if they moved locations, I wouldn’t be able to hear a word.

      My father is a little hard of hearing, so my mom has learned to talk really loudly. Aaron’s voice wasn’t loud at all and had sort of a melody to it I couldn’t actually describe, though it was more intoxicating than I would care to admit. My dad’s bass boomed, and I could hear nearly every word he said.

      “How is she?” my mom asked about the time I plastered my head to the floor so the noise could carry up through the stairwell to my head, or at least, that’s what I was hoping.

      “She’s okay,” Aaron said. Then there was something else I couldn’t make out, followed by, “I’m going… talk to her. We need her to think this is her idea, even though it’s too late to go back now.”

      My mom said, “Right. I thought as soon as I got her text this is what we were up against. So… there’s no avoiding the changes now?”

      Aaron said something that sounded like, “I’m afraid not,” though I wasn’t sure. I had to assume they were talking about my sister. Something really had happened to her last night, and whatever it was she would never be the same.

      “Let’s go sit down, and you can tell us about this new process Jamie has,” my father said.

      I begged them silently to stay there a bit longer so I could hear what they were saying, but I heard footsteps leading away from the foyer. The last word I heard my mother say sent chills down my spine. I have no idea what the first part of the sentence was, but the last word sounded condemning. Transformation.
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      Once my parents were out of earshot, I belly crawled back to my bedroom and then stood, carefully opening and closing the door so they wouldn’t hear that I had been slightly disobedient. I picked up my phone and saw I had twenty-three missed calls. All from Lucy. I also had fifteen voicemails from my impatient friend, but I didn’t bother to listen to them. Instead, I pushed the appropriate buttons so that her squeaky voice filled my ear in less than two seconds.

      “Oh, my gosh, Cassidy! Where have you been?”

      I started to apologize, but all I got out was “Sor—” before she continued.

      “Did you hear what happened to Drew Peterson last night? OMG, everyone is talking about it. It’s just awful. And everyone is saying your sister was there when it happened, and now she’s just so totally devastated that she’s gone off to live with your grandma or something. What in the world is going on, Cass?”

      That all came out in one long, drawn out breath, and I knew if I was actually going to answer her before she started talking again, I’d have to act quickly. “You may know more than I do,” I admitted. “My parents won’t tell me much.” I didn’t tell her about the strange man downstairs. Not yet, anyway. “Do you know what happened to Drew?”

      “I know what everyone is saying. It doesn’t make a whole lot of sense to me, but every single one of her friends that was with he swears it’s the truth. Except for maybe your sis because she’s not here. She’s not there, right?”

      “No, she’s at my grandma’s.” That much I did believe, though I wasn’t sure why.

      “Well, I guess Drew told her parents she was going to spend the night at her friend Sidney Cox’s house last night, but instead they all went out somewhere.” I was positive I knew what Lucy would say next. The Eidolon Festival. But, when the next sentence came out of her mouth, I felt more confused than ever. “I guess they drove off somewhere where you can go rock climbing, and Drew fell. They said she somehow managed to slice her neck open on a rock, and before they could get her to the hospital, she bled to death. Isn’t that just horrible? Can you imagine watching your friend bleed out like that? Poor Drew. She was always so… pretty.”

      I had so many questions, I couldn’t even think about the fact that Lucy couldn’t think of any better adjectives than “pretty” to describe the dead girl. Not “nice” or “cheerful,” but “pretty.” Instead of dwelling on that, I asked, “Are you sure that’s what happened, Luce?” I didn’t even know where one went to rock climb around here, not to mention I knew for a fact that my sister had been planning to go to that Eidolon Festival the night before. Why would she change her mind?

      “I don’t know,” Lucy replied. “That’s just what everyone is saying. Maybe you should call your sister and ask. All of her friends are super serious that that’s how Drew died. Even Jack. My brother saw him this morning.”

      Again, I had a ton of questions. “Where? Why would Jack be out on Thanksgiving morning after his friend died?”

      “I’m not sure,” Lucy admitted, “but he said he ran into him on his jog in the park.”

      I literally scratched my head, thinking maybe I should call Jack. The whole time my sister was dating him, we were very close. He was like a big brother to me. He had to be very upset about what had happened to Drew.

      “Daniel said that he looked like he was in shock and hadn’t gotten much sleep.”

      “I can imagine,” I said. Lucy was one of my very best friends in the world, and I desperately wanted to tell her that I had some suspicions of my own, but I didn’t think telling her over the phone was a good idea. She might need to see my face to know some of this stuff wasn’t made up. And it was a holiday, after all, so neither one of us could stay on the phone too long.

      “I called Em whallago, while I was waiting for you to call me back, and she didn’t know anything. Not sure she cared either.” That last part was an aside. It wasn’t that Em wouldn’t care that someone had died, but she had a tough time relating to other people and understanding emotions.

      “Listen, Luce, I’m not exactly sure what’s going on, but there are a few things I wanna talk to you about. I think it would be better if we could talk in person, though.” The sound of an engine out front caught my attention, and I walked to the window as quickly as I could without shaking the floor. I expected to see Aaron leaving, but instead, another motorcycle had pulled up out front and a very large man, also dressed in black, killed the engine and swung his leg over the side. He wasn’t wearing a helmet, and all I could see from my second-story window was a mass of disheveled, curly, dark hair.

      “Oh, my goodness. What is it, Cassidy?” Lucy was asking. “You can’t keep secrets like that from me.”

      “I won’t for long,” I promised. “It’s probably nothing.” The words came out of my mouth as this large man began to saunter toward my front door. It was definitely something.

      I was just about to tell her I had to go when I heard her mother’s voice in the background shouting that she needed to get off of the phone. Lucy made a sound like a frustrated water buffalo. “I gotta go.”

      “Okay. Maybe we can get together this weekend?”

      “We better, or else you’re spilling over Skype, girl.”

      “Okay,” I said again. “Talk to you later.”

      Lucy hung up, and I stopped staring out the window at two empty motorcycles. Frustrated, I sat down at my desk. I felt like I needed to get some of this information down on paper so I could see it and start piecing a few things together. I pulled out an old notebook I sometimes used as a journal and wrote the following:

      “Cadence said she was going to the Eidolon Festival at 3:00 AM the night before Thanksgiving. Who was going with her? Drew, Jack, Sidney, Taylor, Jon, and Kash. Leaving from Drew’s house.

      “Wednesday night, Cadence arrived home around 4:30. Heard a man in her room. Aaron? Footsteps on the roof. He went out her bedroom window in a flash. Sports car out front with purple-haired woman. Cadence is gone. My parents said she went to my grandma’s house to rest because Drew was hurt.

      “Thursday morning, Aaron shows up at our house. Parents say Drew has died. Cadence is at my grandma’s house. Aaron used to work with my grandma—and maybe my grandpa?? Another dude is downstairs now. Tall guy, broad shoulders, unruly hair. Who is this person? Why did my mom say the word ‘Transformation’? What is up with my sister?”

      I sat for a few minutes, trying to decide if I’d missed anything. Then, I remembered another snippet from the conversation downstairs and wrote, “Who is Jamie and what process does he use to do whatever he does?”

      Another few moments passed by while I pondered my notes. I couldn’t think of anything else, so I slipped the notebook back into a stack of books where it was very unlikely anyone would ever find it. Just as I was about to plunk myself on the bed, I heard footsteps on the stairs and prayed it was one of my parents and not a strange man dressed in black.

      There was a light rapping on my door, and I knew from the familiar sound it was my mom. “Come in,” I said, standing and taking a few steps toward the door.

      Mom looked a little older now than she had just the day before. I wasn’t sure if it was due to the events of earlier that morning or the discussion she’d just had with the fellows downstairs. But she forced a smile as she entered the room and took a seat on my bed, gesturing for me to join her. “How are you, honey?”

      I sat down beside her, and my mom wrapped her arm around my shoulders. “I’m okay,” I said, though my voice sounded weak. “Just confused.” I realized I’d been so preoccupied with worry over my sister that I hadn’t really given much thought to what had happened to poor Drew yet.

      As if reading my mind, Mom said, “Cadence will be fine, honey. It’s just going to take her a little while to… adjust to this. Life without Drew.” She added that last sentence quickly, as if there could be something else she’d need to adjust to.

      I nodded but didn’t say anything yet. There were so many questions swirling around in my head, but I didn’t feel like my parents wanted me to know as much as they did. Why else would they have sent me out of the room so they could talk to Mr. Suspicious? I didn’t understand all of the secrets. It wasn’t like my parents not to tell me what was going on.

      My mom’s voice cut through my thoughts. “There is someone downstairs I’d like for you to meet.”

      I looked up at her then, thinking it must be Weird Guy Number Two. “Who?” was all I could manage.

      “He’s a doctor, Cassidy, and he was there last night, er, this morning when they brought Drew into the hospital. I think he can help answer some of your questions.”

      My eyebrows knit together. “He’s a doctor?” My mom didn’t know I’d seen the burly man pull up on a motorcycle. Granted, I was looking down at him from two stories above, but he didn’t look like any doctor I’d ever seen before.

      She nodded. “Yes. Why don’t you come downstairs and have a little chat with him? He’s really nice. I think you’ll like him. His name is Dr. Elliott Sanderson.”
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      I was a little relieved to hear that my dad was talking to Aaron outside when I came down the stairs with my mother. There was just something about the intensity of his eyes that made me uncomfortable. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but their voices seemed lighter than they had a few minutes ago when the stranger had first arrived.

      My mom led me into the living room, and I followed as if I’d never been to this particular part of our home before, each step feeling a bit like a death sentence. Dr. Sanderson unfolded himself from my mother’s recliner as we approached, and I had a hard time taking in how someone so large could occupy the same space as my dainty mother.

      “Cassidy, honey, this is Dr. Sanderson.”

      He extended his large hand to me, and I let it envelop mine. There was something hauntingly familiar about his green eyes. It was like I’d seen them before, frequently, and while I was certain I would remember meeting him, I couldn’t place him. I smiled, though, finally feeling comfortable.

      “Hey, there, kid,” he said, his voice even more of a boom than my father’s. “You can call me Elliott.” His smile was friendly, and I was instantly put at ease.

      “Why don’t you have a seat, honey. I’ve got to go check on the turkey.” My mom patted my arm reassuringly, but I was perfectly fine sitting here with this man I’d just met, though if she’d said she was leaving me alone with Aaron, I might’ve latched on to her like a joey and refused to budge.

      “How are you?” he asked as we both sat. He reclaimed Mom’s chair, and I sat adjacent to him on the couch. “Been a hectic day, huh?”

      “I guess you could say that.” I had no problem whatsoever staring contently into his eyes as we spoke.

      “Well, I’m here to let you know that your sister, Cadence, is perfectly fine. She’s a little upset right now, but she’ll be better soon. There’s no reason to worry about your sister, Cadence.”

      Each word was calm and carefully measured, and there was just something about his tone that set me at ease completely. A flood of relief washed over me, and I found myself repeating what he’d just said. “Cadence is perfectly fine. There’s no reason to worry about my sister, Cadence.”

      “That’s right,” he nodded. “And I wanted to tell you about the accident with Drew as well. I was at the hospital when she came in. I am a doctor, so it’s perfectly acceptable that I would be there. Drew fell while rock climbing, and she cut her neck on a rock. Drew died. It’s very sad that she died, and we will miss her. But these things happen.”

      I listened intently to every word that he said and nodded along. “Drew died. It’s sad, but these things happen.” A wave of tranquility spread throughout my mind, filling up every space, and spreading through my body.

      “That’s right.” Elliott nodded, that small, reassuring smile still on his face. “There’s no reason for you to continue to ask questions about what happened with your sister or Drew. You understand everything now. You understand that your sister will have a new job and new work associates, and that’s perfectly acceptable. There’s no reason to ask any more questions about your sister or her new job.”

      My head bobbed up and down like a cork floating on rough seas. “My sister has a new job. There’s no reason to ask any more questions.”

      Elliott sat back in his chair, exhaling deeply, a satisfied smile on his face. I smiled, too. Everything was back to normal, and it was Thanksgiving. “Thank you,” I said, and I’m sure if I could see my face, I’d be embarrassed at the sappiness of my expression.

      “No problem, lil girl,” he said. He leaned forward and patted me on the knee, and I felt like we were long lost BFFs. It didn’t matter that he was a grown adult man with hands bigger than my head or that I had no idea where he’d come from. Nor did it matter that my parents were keeping information from me and my sister was gone. Elliott had made everything clear.

      I didn’t hear my mom enter the room until she started talking. “All done?” she asked.

      Normally, I would’ve jumped at the sudden sound of an unexpected voice behind me, but I felt pretty mellow. I just smiled as Elliott pulled himself from the chair. “All done.” His smile had somehow morphed into something a little more mischievous, but I felt perfectly content not asking him what that look was supposed to mean. After all, he was looking at my mom, not me.

      “I think I’ll be heading out,” he said, and my mom beamed at him like she might if he’d just stopped by to drop off the cure to cancer—if she happened to have cancer.

      “Okay,” my mom said, walking alongside him to the door. “It was lovely to finally meet you.”

      “You, too,” he said, shaking her hand, and I wondered how long ago my mom had heard about him but hadn’t met him, and from whom, but then I remembered that it didn’t matter and there was no need to ask questions.

      Elliott stepped outside, and a few minutes later, my dad opened the door, calling, “Have a safe trip!”

      I wanted to rush to the door to tell Elliott to have a safe trip, too, but I didn’t know where he was going, and I had no idea why I felt compelled to go and tell him to be careful, so I sat on the couch, smiling like an idiot.

      “You okay, Cass?” my dad asked.

      I looked up at him, still grinning like a Cheshire cat. “I’m fine, Dad.”

      “Hmmm,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. He looked at my mom, and she shrugged, too. “I wonder if the football game is on yet.” He stepped over to his recliner and picked up the remote. My mom headed back toward the kitchen, and the scent of baking turkey wafted through the air. I could go help her, but I didn’t really feel like bothering. I could also go call Lucy and tell her what I’d just found out. Turns out she was right—Drew really did fall and cut her neck open. It really was too bad, but these things happen.

      I continued to stare at the wall as my dad muttered something about the game not being on yet. I was happy to finally have some answers. There was no reason to continue to worry about my sister. In fact, I felt silly for ever worrying about her in the first place. Shaking my head, I grabbed a throw pillow and made myself comfortable on the couch, pulling my stockinged feet up and tucking them behind me as I closed my eyes and drifted into oblivion.
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      Thanksgiving dinner was delicious, even though it was so odd to me that my sister wasn’t there. I really wished she could’ve been, but I understood that Cadence needed to rest. I wanted to know more about her new job, but I also realized there was no reason to ask about it. Everything was just fine.

      After I helped my mom clear the table and put the dishes in the dishwasher, I decided to head upstairs. I doubted Lucy or Em would have called since I’d already talked to one and the other would be busy trying to avoid her family. Emma really hated crowds of any kind, even if they were related to her, and I was pretty sure the meal this year was supposed to be at her house. I did think maybe Milo or Wes would’ve called, though. They both lived just down the street from Jack Cook, and it was possible they might’ve seen him. They might want to know what was going on, and I’d be happy to explain to them that it was an accident and nothing to worry about.

      Sure enough, I had missed calls from both of them. I made myself comfortable on my bed and decided to call Milo first. He’s a brainiac, sort of like Emma, except without the social awkwardness and disdain of most other people. I didn’t get ahold of him, so I left a message and called Wes. I don’t know that there exist in the whole world two other best friends who are such opposites as Wes and Milo, except for maybe Lucy and Emma. Wes is a jock and not too bright, but he has a heart of gold. He picked up on the second ring.

      “Hey, Cassidy,” he said, and I was pretty sure he was chewing on something. Knowing him it was probably a slice of his mom’s pumpkin pie. “What’s going on?”

      “Not too much,” I said, wondering how my attitude had changed so drastically since this morning. “Just returning your call.”

      “Oh, yeah. I was just wondering how your sister is. I heard about Drew. They were pretty good friends, right? So terrible.” I heard a clunk of silverware against china. “She okay?” His mouth was full now, and I could hardly understand what he was saying, so I was glad the question was a short one.

      “She’s fine,” I said with a shrug. “I mean… she’s upset I guess. She’s at my grandma’s house right now. But… what happened to Drew was just awful. These things happen, though, Wes. People fall down rock climbing, slash their necks open, and die. It’s sad, but the sooner life gets back to normal, the better off we will all be.”

      The phone was silent for a very long time, and I thought maybe we’d gotten disconnected. I was just about to call Wes’s name when he said, “Cassidy? Are you feeling okay? Do you really mean that?” There was no food in his mouth this time, and every word was crystal clear.

      I readjusted on the bed. “Sure. What do you mean?”

      “Cassidy, a girl died. And she’s not even that much older than us. How can you be so… insensitive?”

      “Insensitive?” I could hear the offense in my own voice. “What are you talking about? I’m not being insensitive, I’m just being honest. That’s all.”

      “Dude, you just said ‘these things happen’ and ‘the sooner life gets back to normal, the better off we will all be.’ I don’t think Drew’s family’s gonna be getting back to normal anytime soon.”

      I listened to him replay my own words and realized they didn’t sound very nice. Nor did they sound like something I would say. Yet, that’s exactly how I felt. It didn’t make any sense…. “I’m sorry, Wes,” I said, trying to figure out what was going on in my own head. “I don’t mean to be insensitive, I really don’t. I talked to the doctor that was there with Drew last night, and that’s the way he put it, so I guess that’s why it came out so clinical when I said. I didn’t mean anything by it. I am sorry Drew is dead.”

      “Could you be any more blunt?” I could hear that he wasn’t quite willing to accept my excuse in the tone of his voice. “You talked to the doctor? That’s so weird. Did you have to go to the hospital or something?”

      “No,” I replied, shrugging. “He came here.” Why wouldn’t he come here to pay me a visit? Doctors could do that—right?

      “Oookay. Well, I just wanted to check on your sister. I’m glad she’s okay. I hope she comes back soon.”

      “Yeah, thanks.” I didn’t know what else to say. Everything that came out of my mouth sounded foreign. “Guess I’ll see you at school on Monday.”

      “Oh, no. Didn’t you hear? They cancelled school for Monday. Because of the funeral.”

      “They did?” I was shocked. We didn’t even close school when there was a foot of snow on the ground. My first instinct was to declare this was “cool,” but remembering what Wes had just said about me being insensitive, I said, “I see,” instead.

      “All right, Cass. Talk to you soon.”

      I disconnected the call and stared at my phone for a few moments. Wes was acting weird. That was the only explanation for why he would think I was acting weird. I wasn’t acting weird. Was I?

      [image: ]

      By Saturday morning, I was completely resolved to the fact that Drew’s death really wasn’t that big of a deal. I know—I sound like a horrible person. But I realized later that this really wasn’t my fault. I had basically gone back to life as normal, and even though all of my friends thought I must have suffered a severe blow to the head to be so nonchalant about my sister’s friend dying and Cadence being MIA, I was okay with it.

      Most Saturday mornings, my dad makes pancakes, and this one wasn’t any different, except we were out of chocolate chips. It was disappointing, but it didn’t stop us from enjoying a nice breakfast. My parents still wore worried looks, but I think they were just missing Cadence. At least, that’s what I told myself—the fact that my sister typically wasn’t home even on weekends anymore since she’d started college didn’t cross my mind as we sat around the dining room table making smiley faces with fruit on top of our flapjacks.

      A knock at the door interrupted what would’ve been a pretty good buck-toothed rabbit face my dad was constructing on a short stack. “I’ll get it,” my mom said, pulling herself away from blueberry eyes. I could tell by the way she looked at my dad that she was reluctant to see who had come calling. They exchanged nervous glances.

      Something twisted inside of me, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. Have you ever had something really terrible going on in your life, and for a few moments you lose track of it, like it’s not consciously on your mind, but then it starts to creep in, and before it even registers in your brain, your stomach starts to hurt, like a sharp knife has been plummeted in from the side, a sneak attack? It was like that. I looked at my dad and he offered a small smile before he, too, pushed back his chair. “Go ahead and eat, Cass. We’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      I nodded, and he exited the dining room, heading to the adjoining living room. There was no door between the two rooms, just a doorway, and I could hear my mother’s voice as she opened the front door, though I couldn’t make out what she was saying.

      The voice that replied to her sent shivers down my spine. That Aaron guy was here again. Whatever he wanted, it couldn’t be good….

      I didn’t think they’d let me stay in the dining room and eat while they were talking in the living room because it could be too easy for me to overhear. I fully expected to be sent back to my tower prison upstairs, but instead, my parents must have thought they would just speak quietly because I heard the groan of furniture as they took their seats. I listened intently to try and determine if Dr. Sanderson—Elliott--was there a well. Now that guy, I liked. But I didn’t hear him.

      At first, all three of their voices were very hush hush, and I was struggling to hear anything at all. But the more they talked, the louder my parents became, and before too much time had passed, I could hear a word or two, despite my attempts to cover up my eavesdropping by occasionally clanking a dish or scooting my chair. I had no idea if they would even notice that I was moving around, but I wanted to give them the impression that I didn’t care what they were talking about, even though I did.

      I’m not sure why, though. I had completely moved on from Drew’s death, and I really didn’t even care where my sister was or what was going on with her. Still, just the presence of this strange man in my house made my senses go on full alert. And the stabbing pain in my side reminding me that I forgot something important was also a pretty good reason to pay attention. So, I tried.

      All I gathered from the brief conversation was that my sister was sleeping, some procedure had gone well, and “we” hoped she’d be back tomorrow. I heard a few names I hadn’t heard before—Eliza and Christian. And then my mom kept saying “Jamie.” I remembered having heard that name before, though I didn’t know why. It’s very hard to care about something and not know why. I felt like what I was hearing was important, but couldn’t figure out why I felt that way.

      Aaron was only there for maybe ten minutes when I heard them all stand up and walk toward the door. I thought I heard him say my name, but his voice was so quiet and calm, compared to my parents’ anyway, I wasn’t sure. Whatever he might have asked about me, I heard my mom say, “Cassidy is fine now.” I found that odd. When had Cassidy not been fine?

      My parents were still talking to each other after the door closed. I heard footsteps coming my direction, though they didn’t seem to be in too big of a hurry. Still, I realized I hadn’t taken a single bite in the whole time they’d been gone, and if I was going to make them think I’d just kept eating my breakfast like I wasn’t trying to overhear anything, I needed to do something fast. I cut a huge wedge of pancake, which was three high, and crammed a giant bite into my mouth. Syrup began to drip down my chin as I chewed for all I was worth. I knew I’d need to swallow at least most of what was in my mouth so they wouldn’t wonder why in the world my mouth was stuffed full, but pancakes are chewier than one might think. By the time they entered the room, I had managed to choke down most of what was in my mouth, but I think they could tell by the way I was out of breath what I was up to.

      “Cass, are you all right?” my mom asked, pausing beside me on her way to the other end of the table.

      “Om fon,” I said, still chewing. I forced a smile and picked up my napkin to try and wipe away the syrup from my face, but it just stuck to my skin. My mom shook her head and took her seat.

      Whatever Aaron had told them seemed to make them both a little less anxious than they had been before. Their smiles seemed slightly less strained. I finally swallowed the last bits of the bite I’d crammed into my mouth and took a long drink of milk.

      “You not hungry, honey?” my dad asked, looking at my plate. “I figured you’d be done by now.”

      All of that effort and my parents still were not thwarted. “My stomach hurts a little bit,” I replied. It wasn’t a lie.

      “Oh, sweetie,” my mom said sympathetically. “Aaron was just telling us your sister is just fine. She should be back tomorrow.”

      I raised an eyebrow. I wasn’t sure at first how my stomachache was supposed to relate to Cadence, but then I realized my mom thought I was upset about her being gone. Which begged the question: should I have been? They seemed to think so. “Oh, good,” I said, exhaling loudly, still picking pieces of napkin off of my chin. “That’s great.”

      They seemed to buy my routine. My mom looked at my dad and gave him that reassuring smile she makes when she’s certain her children are the most precious creatures in the world. My dad did his complimentary, “I concur,” smile.

      I took another, much smaller, bite of my pancakes and chewed it slowly. After trying to eat nearly a quarter of them in one bite, they were less appealing than they had been when my dad and I had initially made them.

      My mom cleared her throat the way she does when something important needs to be said, but she is not sure if she should say it or if my dad should. They were looking at each other making small shrugging motions. Finally, my mom said, “Cassidy, you should probably know that your sister has decided not to go back to school right now.”

      My fork clattered out of my hand onto my plate. “What?” I asked. I had heard some unusual things recently, I guess—maybe they weren’t that unusual—but this one seemed right out of left field. “Why not?”

      “Well,” Mom continued, still looking at my dad like he should be the one speaking, “she’s decided to take a break. This… situation with Drew has been hard on her. She’s decided to take a job with Aaron’s… company… for a little while.”

      None of what my mother had said made any sense to me at all. For as long as I could remember, Cadence had been talking about becoming a teacher. The thought of my super smart, high-achieving sister not finishing college was mind boggling. And what did my mom mean by the “situation” with Drew? Since when was dying a situation? If anything, it was a guarantee all future situations would never occur. Finally, what kind of business was Aaron in, anyway?

      I could have asked one of dozens of questions, but the one that came out of my mouth must have caught them both off guard. “You mean where Grandma used to work?”

      Mom said, “Yes.”

      While Dad said, “No,” at the exact same time.

      They looked at each other, their eyes somehow wider than they had been before, the shrugging even more adamant.

      “Well, which is it?” I asked as I began to grow dizzy from watching them gesture at each other without speaking for too long.

      “It’s… both,” my dad said triumphantly, as if he’d come up with a suitable answer. “The company has gone through a few changes recently, so it’s like the same company. But different.”

      A wide grin split my mother’s face, the victory shared. “That’s right,” she nodded. “It is both.”

      “And what sort of company does Aaron work for?”

      They exchanged glances again, daring the other to speak. My mom lost. “Security,” she said with a shrug. “It’s complicated. I don’t know the details.”

      While part of me wanted to continue to question them simply because I was beginning to not believe a word they said, I also realized I didn’t care. Part of me wanted to. There was a little spark in the back of my mind, niggling in my brain, thinking, “Cassidy! This is important! This isn’t right! It doesn’t make sense!” But the rest of me said, “Ah, who cares?”

      “Is it all right if I go to Lucy’s?” I asked, deciding I was done with my pancakes. I hadn’t been out of the house at all for a few days and thought it was time to go see some people who were not related to me—or strange men dressed in all black.

      “Sure,” my dad said. My mom made a humming sound, making him look at her. That was her signal that he had said something wrong. He looked as astonished as I did. “What?” he asked.

      My mom did a little head bobby thing which means, “Think about it,” but my dad was still confused, so she let out a sigh and said, “Do we think that’s a good idea right now?”

      Confusion crinkled my dad’s forehead. “I don’t see why not. Honey, have you been talking to Lucy or anyone else on the telephone about what’s going on with your sister?”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Not really,” I said, ignoring the formality of his use of the word “telephone.” I looked at my mom and then back to him. “A few of my friends have called to see if she is okay.” I had spoken to Wes, Milo, Lucy, and Emma—who seemed about as upset about the whole situation as I did right now, which wasn’t much. “I just wanna get out of the house for a while.”

      My dad looked at my mom, clearly asking permission without opening his mouth. She did that “I’m exhausted, so I give in” face and pressed her hand to the middle of her forehead while looking down at the table. I had no idea why she was arguing in the first place or why this would be exhausting. Since when did they care if I went to Lucy’s house?

      “Okay. But bundle up. It’s a little chilly.” My dad seemed confident in his answer this time.

      But he shouldn’t have been. “Eli, I think it would be better if you drove her over.” My mom said each word like she was talking to a person standing on the edge of a building, like one false step and my dad would plummet into oblivion.

      “Of course, Liz.” Whenever my dad uses my mom’s name, especially in that tone, it is because he is also exhausted. “Let me know when you’re ready, and I’ll give you a ride.”

      “Lucy’s house is, like, five blocks from here.” I can’t remember the last time they gave me a ride to her house, or even Emma’s, which was about a half a mile away.

      “I know. But… we don’t want you catching cold.” My mom’s smile was so fake she looked like a cheap mannequin.

      “Okay,” I said, gathering up my plate and taking it to the kitchen. I hated throwing away my dad’s hard work, but I had lost my appetite pretty quickly once my parents started acting so weird again.

      I’m not sure what they were talking about when I came back into the room, but their voices got all hushed. I did hear a few words, which didn’t make sense to me. I hurried upstairs to make sure it was okay with Luce if I came over for a while, wondering who Aaron had said probably went “back to Europe.”

      Upstairs, I sent Lucy a text. “Can I come over in a few?”

      She answered almost immediately. “Sure! Just about to text. And Em, too.”

      “Cool. My dad’s driving me, so, maybe ten minutes?”

      “Whenever. My mom’s shopping and my dad’s at the golf course.”

      For some reason, I was glad her parents wouldn’t be there. It seemed like there was something important I needed to tell her, though I didn’t know what it was. “What about Daniel?”

      “Are you kidding? It’s not even 10:00 yet. He’ll be asleep for another hour or two.”

      “I thought he usually got up early to run?”

      “Not on the weekend.”

      I had been off school for a week. I guess I’d forgotten what day it was. “Okay. C U soon.”

      “Hey—you’re going to tell me what the crap is going on, right?”

      I was just about to put my phone in my pocket when I saw her text. I had no idea what she was talking about. “Huh?” I asked, including a puzzled-face emoji.

      “Ha, ha. Very funny. You said some weird stuff was going on, and you’d tell me but you needed to say it in person. Remember?”

      The conversation seemed vaguely familiar, but I had no idea what it had been that I wanted to tell her. There was no point in talking to her about it now, though. “Right,” I sent back, thinking once I had her face-to-face, I would figure it out. When I’d talked to her the other day, she’d asked me about my sister and Drew again, and I’d shrugged her off. That was old news, and I didn’t want to talk about it anymore.

      I turned to look around the room, wondering if there was anything I needed to take with me. We tended to leave stuff at each other’s houses. I noticed a book I’d borrowed from Emma sitting on a stack of other books and junk on my desk and decided to take it. I’m usually not a messy person, but I do have a tendency to clutter up my desk. When I picked it up, a landslide ensued, and a bunch of books and notebooks slid off onto the floor. Mumbling one of my dad’s favorite non-swear words under my breath, I crouched to pick it all up.

      One of the notebooks fell open to a page I didn’t remember ever seeing before. It was definitely my handwriting, but I had no idea when I’d written it. This was a little scary, and I crumpled to the floor to look it over.

      At first, I thought maybe I’d written it so long ago it just didn’t stick with me, or maybe someone else had written it, and their handwriting just looked like mine. But a few of the words on the page leaped out at me, and I realized there was something strange going on here, and it wasn’t just with my sister or Drew. When in the world had I written this down? I struggled to remember, haunted by a word written in bold letters and underlined—“Transformation.”
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      Lucy’s house is huge. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t exactly live in a shoebox, but she has five bathrooms—five. And there are only four people in her house! And her bedroom has a little alcove in it where she has a sofa, sort of like my sister’s room, except it is not supposed to be the master. She has a pool and a big back yard with lots of flowers in it and even a fountain. Seriously. A fountain.

      I think my dad doesn’t like driving me to Lucy’s house because he feels a little inferior. Like I said, he hasn’t driven me over in years, but when I was younger he used to drive me, and he’d say things like, “I hope no one minds the rims on my truck,” like people were staring out their windows at our vehicle. I always shook my head at him but didn’t ever bother to argue because I didn’t even understand what he was worried about. Now that I’m a little older, I understand it more, but it’s still not a problem. My parents have always done a great job of providing for us, and I would never complain about not having something I needed, or even wanted. It just so happens Lucy’s dad is a lawyer and her mother is an accountant. She’s very down to earth about it and doesn’t even make the rest of us feel inferior when she disappears into her walk-in closet full of designer clothing.

      My dad pulled to the curb in front of Luce’s house and I gave him a half-smile. “Would you rather I just forget to call you to come to get me and walk home? So Mom doesn’t make you come back out?” I knew he wasn’t the one who thought I shouldn’t walk.

      “No, honey, it’s fine,” he said, patting my knee. “So long as they don’t close the gates on my old jalopy.”

      Lucy’s neighborhood is not gated. I rolled my eyes at him. “Okay. I’ll see you in a few hours.” I reached for the door handle. “Thanks again, Dad!”

      He waved and shifted his truck into gear but didn’t leave yet, and I knew it was because he was waiting for me to get safely inside of the house before he pulled away, not because he thought anything weird was going on, like my mom apparently did, but because that’s what he has always done.

      I didn’t even get to the front door before it opened. Lucy was standing there with her extremely long brownish/blondish hair in a ponytail, her hands on her slender hips. She was looking at me like she was ready to pounce on me, and my mind wandered back to the notebook I’d shoved in my backpack before I left the house. She must’ve been talking about what I’d written there, even though I didn’t remember writing it down or mentioning it to her.

      “Hi, Lucy,” I said with a friendly smile. She narrowed one eye at me. “What’s up?”

      “Cassidy Elizabeth Findley, get in here.” She stepped out of the way and I entered into a foyer with floors made of marble and a grand staircase with ornate moldings cascaded from the second story behind my diminutive friend.

      Emma came bounding in from the adjoining living room, straightening her glasses. Her short brown hair was a little frizzy, and I thought about asking her if she remembered to use her conditioning spray this morning. Lucy and I have been trying to get her to understand different products we use, not because we care so much what she looks like but because we feel it is our duty as her friend to explain the purposes behind the things that we do that Emma doesn’t get or doesn’t care about. I pushed the thoughts aside and said, “Hi, Em.”

      Without looking at my face, she said, “Hi.”

      “How are you?” I took a few steps toward her, and away from Lucy who had shut the door behind me as if she was sealing the world out to give us some privacy.

      “Fine.”

      Never in the ten or more years that I’ve been friends with Emma has she ever once asked me how I was doing, and that’s okay. It’s not that she didn’t care, she just didn’t think to ask.

      “Well?” Lucy said, clearly put out by my insistence on being polite to my friend instead of disclosing to her everything I know about whatever happened with Drew.

      I let out a sigh and said, “Can we at least sit down somewhere?”

      An exhalation that loud shouldn’t be able to come out of such a tiny person. “I suppose you want a pop, too? Maybe some popcorn?”

      “Clearly, I am exhausting you with my civility,” I said. “Would you rather just stand here in the entryway and talk?”

      Lucy didn’t answer; she just stormed past me into the living room and plopped down on the sofa, grabbing a throw pillow and holding it against her stomach.

      I followed and sat down a cushion away from her while Emma sat in a nearby chair. The TV was on, but Lucy turned it off, once she got over her exhaustion with me enough to pick up the heavy remote. “Well?” she said again.

      Before I could start to say anything at all, Emma said, “Guess what, Cassidy?” You don’t get a chance to answer that when Emma says it. “I defeated the third level of my game last night.”

      “You did?”

      “Yes. It was really hard, too, because….” This is the point where she lost me. Emma continued to talk about how she beat the level for about ten minutes, and I nodded along. I never have any idea what she’s talking about and really didn’t care, but she loves to talk about her video games, so I played along. Usually, Lucy does, too. But not that day.

      “Emma Jane! Shut it! We need to talk about Cadence and Drew.”

      Emma’s eyes widened, and I felt a little sorry for her, but I knew it didn’t bother her as much as it would most people, even if she doesn’t know how to tell when Lucy is really mad or when she’s just frustrated like she was at that moment.

      “Emma, can you tell me the rest later?” I asked in a calm voice. “I think Lucy wants to talk about something else.”

      “Fine.” Emma shrugged and fixed her glasses again. Then, as if rehearsed, she looked at Lucy and said, “What would you like to talk about, Lucy Burk?”

      I think Emma’s tone must’ve made Lucy realize she was being unreasonable because she closed her eyes for a second and settled back into the couch. After she’d composed herself, she said, “Cassidy, when we spoke on the phone Thursday, you mentioned some weird things were going on, and you wanted to wait until we could talk about it in person, remember?”

      She was talking to me like I was either a three-year-old or clinically insane, but then, the way my memory was working at that point, I wasn’t sure that she was wrong to do so. “I vaguely remember that conversation.”

      I could tell she wanted to let out another whopper of a sigh, but she held it back. “Cassidy, I’m a little concerned about you. Maybe the stress of this situation with your sister is starting to get to you.” Lucy folded her arms across her chest, the pillow now in her lap.

      “Or maybe you’re just bonkers.”

      We both turned and looked at Emma, who had a sly smile on her face. “Ha, ha! Emma O’Sullivan makes the funny jokes!” I said, proud of her for the effort. She just grinned. “Okay, I’ll admit, something weird is going on.”

      “I know. And that’s what you’re supposed to be telling me about,” Lucy replied, matter-of-factly.

      “No, not just with my sister. With me.” It wasn’t easy to say out loud, but it was true. Ever since I found that notebook, I hadn’t stopped wondering when I’d penned what was written there. It was my turn to sigh. “Let me show you something, and then maybe we can figure it out together.” Lucy nodded and Emma leaned forward in her chair.

      I reached into my backpack and pulled out the notebook. I’d dog-eared the page when I found it, halfway thinking I might not be able to find it again later and think that I’d imagined the whole thing. “Here.” Relieved to still see the message I’d left for myself, and nervous about what Lucy and Emma might think, I handed it over to Lucy, and Emma came to sit on the arm of the couch. I was glad she seemed interested in helping. We would likely need her brain power. Lucy and I are smart, too, but not genius level smart like Em.

      They read it over, and then Lucy stopped and stared at me for a moment, her pretty little face puckered. She opened her mouth, closed it, and dipped her head once more, and I assumed she was reading it again. After she finished this time, she set the notebook down on the couch between us and simply asked, “What the crap?”

      “I know,” I said, with a shrug. “But here’s the thing, you guys. I don’t remember writing that.”

      Lucy cocked her head to the side, and Emma said, “Hmmm.” Then they looked at each other.

      “Seriously. Like, I found it, and I don’t know when I wrote it.” I was beginning to panic a little on the inside. What if I started to forget other things, too, like my friends or the days of the week?

      “Well,” Emma said, straightening her glasses as she got up and moved back to her chair, “I guess that means you don’t remember any of those things actually happening either?”

      It was a good question, and the short answer was no, I didn’t. But then, I’d just discovered this page before I’d come over, and I hadn’t really thought about trying to remember.

      “This is so bizarre,” Lucy said. “What would make you write something down and then forget it? Were you sleeping when you wrote it?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t remember writing it.”

      “Okay—well what is the last thing you do remember? Maybe we can work backward.”

      Emma had a good point. I took a deep breath and started talking through my day. “I remember riding over here with my dad, finding the notebook, asking my parents if I could come over while eating pancakes. And… Aaron came by this morning.”

      “Aaron? The same guy you wrote about?” Lucy asked, gesturing at the notebook.

      “Yes. And I know that wasn’t the first time he’s been there, but I don’t really remember anything about what he said the first time he was there. I know that doesn’t make sense.”

      “But the first time you talked to him wasn’t the first time he was there,” Emma reminded me. “Your notes say he was in your sister’s room the night Drew died.”

      “That’s true. There’s something about his voice. It’s hard to describe, but it’s memorable. I think he was the one in my sister’s room that night. But I don’t really remember what happened the night Drew died. I just have a feeling about it.” I let out another sigh, this one in frustration. “It’s so hard to explain.”

      “That’s okay. We might be getting somewhere,” Lucy said, reassuringly. “So, you do think what you wrote here is accurate?”

      “I do.” My voice didn’t sound too resolute though. “I think I remember enough to say it’s probably accurate—at least according to what I knew at the time.”

      “All right, so that strategy seemed to get us somewhere. What did Aaron say today? Do you remember that?”

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at her. “I remember today, Luce.”

      “Well, I don’t know,” she shrugged. “I remember yesterday, and the day before that, and the day before that….”

      “All right,” I said, cutting her off. “I couldn’t really hear a word Aaron was saying, but I did hear some of my parents’ responses. So… they said Cadence was sleeping.” I tried to go back over their conversation in my head. “Oh, and they said something about a procedure.”

      “A procedure?” Emma asked. “Like a medical procedure?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I couldn’t hear the context. Just that the procedure went well. I don’t even know if it had to do with my sister.”

      “That’s bizarre.” Lucy scratched her chin for a second. “You know what, we need to write this down in case you forget again.”

      “Good idea,” Emma agreed.

      Lucy got up and walked to a desk across the room, producing a pen. She came back and started a fresh sheet. “I don’t want to contaminate your questionable work.”

      I absently wondered if I might, at some point, forget there were now two important sheets in the notebook. Lucy began to write. “So… after that, I heard the name Jamie. I am pretty sure I’d heard that before.”

      “Yep, it’s right here,” Lucy said, turning the page and pointing to the last paragraph I’d written. “This says Jamie has a process—do you think that might be the procedure Aaron was talking about today?”

      “Those words are very similar in meaning,” Emma noted.

      “Maybe. It’s a possibility.” Lucy wrote that down. “And I heard two new names today. Eliza and Christian.”

      “Are you sure they weren’t saying someone is a Christian?” Lucy asked. “You know, like religious?”

      “I don’t think so. I think my mom said she’d never met Christian, but I couldn’t make out the exact sentence. I think it’s a person named Christian.”

      “Do you think the purple-haired girl you mentioned is this Eliza?” Emma asked.

      “Maybe.” It seemed like that was my favorite word now. “I thought my mom said something about a car in that sentence. Like maybe Eliza would be the one bringing Cadence home tomorrow.” I was seriously considering rigging up some sort of surveillance in the living room so I could hear my parents’ conversations from now on.

      “Anything else today?”

      “Not when Aaron was talking to my parents,” I said, feeling more confident than I had about anything else. “But my parents did say something weird when they got back to the dining room table.”

      “What’s that?” Lucy asked, pen poised.

      “My sister is dropping out of college.” I couldn’t even believe the words, so I didn’t expect them to.

      “Shut up!” Lucy said, her mouth hanging open in disbelief.

      “That’s unfortunate,” Emma stated quietly. “She won’t be able to find gainful employment easily that way.”

      “Actually, that’s the thing,” I said, “my parents said that she was going to be working with Aaron.”

      “Say what?” Lucy asked. “Doing what?”

      “That’s also weird.” I replayed the conversation with my parents. I realized I hadn’t asked a lot of questions, and I remember feeling, at the time, that I didn’t really care about the answers. I had no idea why that might be. I certainly cared now. “My mom said security, but that it was complicated. But…” something in my notes jarred my memory, “My dad said that Aaron used to work with my grandma—but he almost said grandparents.”

      The other two girls exchanged glances. “Why is that weird?” Emma asked.

      “My grandpa died in the ‘80s, a long time ago. Aaron looks like he’s about my sister’s age, maybe a little older. I’d be shocked if he’s even thirty.”

      “So… he couldn’t have worked with your grandpa unless he was a little kid or something,” Lucy reasoned.

      “Exactly. And my grandpa was an engineer, like my dad.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. Maybe your dad misspoke?” Emma asked.

      “Maybe.” There was that word again. “But even the idea of Aaron working with my grandma doesn’t make sense to me. As far as I know, she’s never had a job. Not in my lifetime.”

      “So weird.” Lucy’s pen moved to capture every word. “What else? What about this other dude who showed up?”

      I inhaled through my nose, trying to remember. The notes I’d written down seemed so cryptic now. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I remember there being another guy.” I closed my eyes. I thought back to when Aaron had knocked on the door that morning. My initial reaction was to hope that it wasn’t him. That it was someone else. “Elliott.” My voice was a whisper.

      “Who?” Emma asked.

      “Dr. Elliott Sanderson.” It was coming back to me now. “The guy with the curly hair, the one I wrote about, he was the doctor. He was there the night Drew died. And he came to talk to me about it.”

      “Hold on a minute,” Lucy said, setting the notebook down. “You mean, the last thing you did before you talked to that doctor was write in your notebook that he was at your house, and then you don’t remember having written this stuff down?”

      I nodded. Things were suddenly starting to come back to me now. I remembered sitting across from Dr. Sanderson, the soothing tone of his rich voice, the things he said to me about Drew. “Lucy… do you think he has something to do with me forgetting?”

      “Uh, yeah,” she said, her face turning even more pale than normal.

      I couldn’t believe it. I had trusted that guy. He seemed legitimately concerned about me. And my parents had encouraged me to talk to him. “So… all those things he said to me, about Cadence being okay, and Drew’s death being no big deal… all of that was just in an attempt to… to….”

      Emma finished my sentence for me. “Brainwash you.”
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      My mom came to pick me up a few hours later. By then, I had gotten over the initial shock of realizing my parents had allowed some strange man to come into my house and brainwash me into thinking the death of my sister’s friend was no big deal, but I was still miffed. And confused. Why in the world would my parents want me to think that Drew’s death was just a blip in my existence and not something to worry about?

      Something very strange was going on, and I had no idea who I could talk to about it. If my parents were part of the conspiracy, then I couldn’t trust them. My grandmother also allegedly knew these people, though I wasn’t sure I could trust that either. As hard as it was, I decided to wait it out. My sister was supposed to return the next day. Maybe when she came home, she’d spew out some acceptable explanation for all of this weirdness and life would go back to normal.

      I wasn’t holding my breath.

      Saturday night, I tried to watch a movie to keep my mind off of everything, but I couldn’t pay attention and ended up going to bed early. Every creak and groan of the house had me on edge, though, and it was either really late or really early when I finally fell asleep, depending upon how you wanna look at it.

      I am usually a morning person, but Sunday, I was dragging. Sometimes we go to church; sometimes we don’t. My mom wanted to go that day. She thought it would be a nice show of support for Drew’s family—even though they didn’t go to our church, and my parents would be attending the funeral the next day. (They had decided I was too young, which I thought odd since Drew wasn’t much older than me, and unfortunately, she was going to be there. But I didn’t argue. I wasn’t too excited about attending anyway.)

      A lot of people were crying at church, and our pastor delivered a lovely message about cherishing those we hold dear. I looked around for any of my sister’s friends. Most of them didn’t go to church at the same place, but Jack did. He wasn’t there, though. I saw his parents, Alice and Steve, sitting toward the back. They both looked extremely upset, and I guessed that was because Jack was probably distraught. Who could blame him? Who knew what he actually saw the night Drew died—whether she really fell down a cliff and cut her neck open or if something more sinister had happened.

      I was leaning toward the sinister theory, especially after having spoken to Lucy and Emma the day before. Lucy made a copy of all of my notes, just in case I forgot again, which was a good idea. She said she was going to do some research. I don’t know exactly what she was intending to do, but I was eager to see if she could come up with something. She said to make sure I sent her a text every time something unexplained happened so she could write it in her own notes, and I agreed to do so.

      After the last song, my parents solemnly trudged the length of the pew and down the aisle. I could tell by the way my mom kept looking at Alice that she intended to stop and speak to the Cooks if she had a chance. While Alice looked determined to get out of the church before too many people bombarded her, she gave my mom a small smile, sort of a kinship recognition, I think. They were both moms who were sharing in another family’s tragedy, one that touched too close to home. I silently wondered if any people dressed in black had visited the Cook residence.

      My mom didn’t catch up to her while we were still in the building, but once we were outside, we saw Alice and Steve standing near their car, which wasn’t too far away from Mom’s minivan.

      “I’m going to go speak to Alice,” my mom said, touching Dad lightly on the arm.

      “Me, too,” I said. My mother turned and looked at me questioningly. “I want to make sure Jack’s okay,” I said with a shrug, and she nodded. I knew that my mom understood that Jack was very important to me, and while I felt bad using our relationship as a means to potentially exploit information, I didn’t see that I had any other choice.

      “Hello, Liz,” Alice said, her voice small. She has poofy blonde hair that is usually styled a bit like she has forgotten it is no longer the 1990s and doesn’t mind floral prints and mom jeans. Her husband Steve used to be an athlete, like Jack, and sometimes I think they don’t quite match, but it’s always very clear that they have a solid marriage.

      “Hi.” My mom’s greeting was a sigh. “How are you holding up? Jack hanging in there?”

      “He is,” Steve nodded. I heard footsteps behind me and realized my dad had decided he was obligated to come along. He shook hands with Steve and hugged Alice. “How is Cadence?”

      My mom’s lips pressed together in a thin line. “She has been at her grandmother’s trying to get some rest. She should be back later today. I know she’s… struggling.”

      Alice dabbed at her eyes with a tissue that looked like it was the only one she’d ever possessed in her whole life. “Jack is as well. He… goes from being nonchalant about the whole thing to… paranoid.” She said the last word like it was a secret, and I saw a shift in my mother’s eyes.

      “Paranoid?” she repeated, her forehead crinkling up. “About what?” As soon as she asked the question, I could tell she regretted it. She glanced at me and looked like she was going to tell me to leave right then and there, but that might seem odd to everyone who didn’t realize there was something she was trying to keep from me, so she didn’t.

      “It’s hard to explain,” Alice replied. “He just keeps looking out the window. I ask him what’s going on, and he either says he doesn’t know, or he’s afraid someone is watching the house. There are times when he seems to think someone is after him.”

      My mom shook her head. “That’s terrible. Cassidy, why don’t you….”

      I interrupted. I had no choice. “Poor Jack,” I said loudly, so that my mother sending me back to the car would be drowned out. “He’s probably having bad dreams, too. Has he said anything about that?” I wanted to add “or people walking on the roof” but didn’t want to be too obvious.

      “He has,” Steve said, looking at the ground. “But when he wakes up, he says he can’t remember what happened.”

      “It’s just awful. The whole thing.” Tears started to careen down Alice’s face again. “I’ve heard the other girls aren’t doing well either.” I assumed she was talking about Sidney and Taylor.

      “Who ever would’ve thought someone could lose their life rock climbing around here?” I wasn’t sure if Steve asked the question in such a way as to feel my parents out to see if they had accepted the explanation, or if he was truly just flabbergasted by the idea that this is how Drew had passed away, but my parents didn’t admit they also thought it was odd.

      “It’s such a tragedy,” my dad agreed. “I know it’ll be hard for the kids to get back to their normal routine.”

      “Jack says he wants to go back to Lincoln on Tuesday,” Alice sighed. “Says he needs normal. Is Cadence going to wait a few days to head back to Iowa City?”

      “Uh, actually, she’s not going back. For now.” My mom looked at my dad in confirmation, like she wanted to make sure it was okay with him for her to mention Cadence’s plans. “She’s going to get a job, for a little while, and then try to go back later, once she feels more like herself.”

      I could tell that Jack’s parents thought this was odd but were too polite to say anything. “Well, I hope she can get back to her routine soon,” Steve said, running a hand through his dark hair. “These poor kids have been through the ringer.”

      My dad clapped him on the shoulder. “Please send Jack our best,” he said.

      Before Steve could respond, I interrupted. “Actually, I have something for him. Would it be okay if I brought it over in a little while? It won’t take long.” I didn’t really—but I would come up with something. I needed to see Jack. I wasn’t exactly sure why I needed to see him, but I definitely did.

      My mother began to protest, but Alice’s voice won out. “Absolutely, Cassidy. I’m sure he would love to see you. Jack has always thought of you like a little sister.”

      “Great,” I said with a wide smile. “I’m looking forward to seeing him.”

      “Cassidy, you know your sister will be home.” Clearly, my mother didn’t think it was a good idea for me to go to the Cooks’ house. I didn’t know why, but then, I didn’t know why about a lot of things.

      “I’ll be quick,” I assured her.

      “We’ll see you in a bit, then,” Alice said and took a step back toward her car door. There were more people streaming into the parking lot now that they’d all had a chance to catch up with their friends and chat a little, and I was sure there wasn’t anyone else at church Alice and Steve wanted to talk to, other than my parents, who were the only people who could understand what their family was going through.

      We headed over to the minivan, and I desperately tried to figure out what in the world I was going to take to Jack. There had to be something I could bring him that would be the perfect excuse to see him. I wished I could bake him something, but that would be too suspicious to my parents. I’d said I had something for him, and I didn’t have any baked goods on me.

      “What do you have for Jack?” my mom asked as she put on her seatbelt.

      “Oh, uh, just a… card,” I replied quietly.

      My mother eyed me in the rearview mirror, as if she wasn’t sure she could trust me. I know the look because I know the sentiment. “That’s nice. Did you make it?”

      “Yes,” I lied. I hadn’t made it—yet. “Lucy’s brother saw him the other day and said he didn’t look so good. I felt bad for him.”

      That seemed to be enough of an explanation. Mom nodded and returned her stare to the window while my dad backed out of the parking spot. I hoped I could make a card and run it over to Jack’s house before my sister got home. I was sure my parents would want to come with me, which meant I wouldn’t get to ask Jack the questions I really wanted to, like was he hearing weird sounds on the roof, and had anyone dressed in black visited him, but talking to him in front of one of my parents would be better than nothing. If Jack had any idea what was going on, hopefully, he would say something to give me more clues.
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      Jack’s house was in the same end of town as Lucy’s but not the exact same neighborhood, so my dad didn’t mind so much when he had to drive me over. The Cooks’ house is about the same as ours, which is pretty nice, regardless of how my dad feels when he sees the Burk Mansion.

      Alice opened the door, and Jack was standing a few feet behind her. I couldn’t tell if Alice had been crying more since church, which was over about an hour earlier, or if she just looked exhausted. I felt bad for her. Clearly, she was much more distraught about Drew’s death, or Jack’s reaction, than my parents were.

      “Hi, Cassidy. It’s so nice of you to come over,” she said, opening the door so I could step in.

      “Hi,” I said quietly. I looked at Jack carefully—as if he were a painting and I would have to answer questions about him later on a quiz at school. He looked more haggard than usual. Perhaps he hadn’t shaved in a day or two. I’d never seen him with that much facial hair. He was wearing gray, baggy sweatpants and a white long-sleeved T-shirt that had a stain on it. His hair wasn’t long enough to be too disheveled, but it was sticking up in a few places. His eyes looked off to me, too. I couldn’t tell if they were just bloodshot or also a bit darker than normal. I found it very strange that he was such a mess since I’d only ever seen him completely put together.

      “Hey, Cass.” His voice croaked a bit, as if he’d had a cold and was just getting over it. I wondered if maybe he’d been sleeping too much.

      “Hey,” I said in return. He had always hugged me before, but this time he stood with his hands in his pockets, just looking at me. “I’m sorry to bother you. I just wanted to see you, make sure you’re okay, and give you this.” I extended the hastily put-together card. I had decided printing something off of the Internet was probably better than me trying to draw something, so it wasn’t horrible, but it was a little odd. They don’t exactly make cards that say, “Sorry your friend died. Are weird things happening at your house, too? Has my sister transformed into some sort of beast?”

      “Thank you,” he said, taking it. His fingertips grazed mine, and I almost jumped back. I wasn’t expecting his hand to be so cold. If his whole body felt like that, I was glad he hadn’t hugged me.

      He turned the card over in his hands before he opened it and read it. It had a picture of a bumblebee and some silly joke like, “Bee well soon.” Jack politely chuckled. “Thanks, Cass. Very thoughtful of you.”

      “Sure,” I replied with a shrug. “I just thought… you might need some cheering up. Sorry I didn’t have a chance to bake cookies or anything.”

      “That’s all right.” He made a half smile that sort of reminded me of the Jack I was used to. “How’s your sister?”

      I was surprised he’d asked me and not my dad, who was still standing behind me by the door, sort of pretending he wasn’t there. I turned and looked at him, expecting him to answer. I hadn’t even spoken to my sister since the whole thing happened. Although, for that matter, I’m not really sure my dad had either. Was he just speaking to Aaron about his oldest daughter?

      “She’s okay,” my dad said, with a sharp nod. “She’ll be home this afternoon.”

      “Right,” Jack said. “She left. She went to her grandma’s house.” He was speaking as if he was trying to remember something that wouldn’t quite come to him, like pulling on a loose thread, crawling his way along to the root of the problem. I knew the feeling. “She wasn’t at the hospital.” He had been staring at the floor, but his eyes shifted to fall on my dad, and I saw an expression there I’d never seen before. “Why wasn’t she at the hospital?”

      Before my dad could answer, Alice crossed to her son and rested her hand on his chest. “Jack, I’m afraid you’re getting upset again. Why don’t you take some deep breaths…?”

      “We should probably go.” My dad was being polite. I could see he wanted to get me out of the Cooks’ house as quickly as possible, but I didn’t know if I was in danger from Jack or if my dad was afraid Jack might say something he didn’t want me to hear.

      “Jack,” I said, trying to force down the panic in my own voice. I wanted some answers, and this might be my only chance. Still, I had to be careful not to tip my dad off that I might know more than he suspected. “Did Dr. Sanderson explain to you what happened? How Drew’s death was a tragedy, but these things happen?”

      Jack had been continuing to mutter that he didn’t know why Cadence wasn’t at the hospital, but at my words, he froze. Something drastic happened to his disposition, and a carefree smile slid over his face. “Oh, that’s right. Dr. Sanderson told me. He said Cadence needed to go to her grandmother’s to rest. That makes perfect sense. Of course she did. And Drew—it was a tragic accident, the way that she died, but these things happen.”

      “Jack,” Mrs. Cook said, still holding on to him, “Dr. Sanderson also said you need plenty of rest. Why don’t you go sit on the sofa?”

      “Okay. Bye, Cassidy. Bye, Mr. Findley.” Jack turned like a robot and practically marched out of the room. I stared after him. Dr. Sanderson had definitely gotten to Jack—the same way he’d gotten to me.

      “I’m sorry,” Alice said, rubbing her face in frustration. “He’s simply not himself. Not yet.”

      “No, don’t apologize,” my dad replied. “We understand.”

      “I’m not sure why he seems to calm down when we mention Dr. Sanderson,” Alice continued, looking at me, “but that does seem to do the trick.”

      Hesitantly, I treaded into waters I wasn’t sure I should explore. “It made me feel very calm to talk to the doctor,” I said, wondering if I was setting Jack up for more brainwashing reminders from his mom, and if so, whether or not that was in his best interest.

      “Dr. Sanderson came by to talk to Cassidy the other day,” my dad explained. “She was a little upset about Drew. They were on the cheerleading squad together.”

      “I see.” Alice gave me a small smile. “This must be hard for you, too, dear.”

      I only nodded, not sure I could trust myself to say anything else. I was definitely worried about Jack, though. If my sister came home acting like that, all weird, I wasn’t sure what I would do.

      “Cadence will be home soon,” my dad said with a smile. “We should get back.”

      “Thanks again for the card,” Alice said, patting my arm.

      “Sure.” I glanced past her and saw Jack sitting rigid on the sofa, staring at the television, and I hoped the real Jack was in there somewhere, but I began to think we might not see him again.

      I followed my dad out the door and climbed into his truck. I hadn’t even gotten my seatbelt fastened before he let out a very soft sigh. “Cassidy, do you feel like it helped to talk to Dr. Sanderson?”

      He pulled away and was halfway down the block before I decided how to answer. “Yes,” I said emphatically, “but I think it might help if I could talk to him again.”

      My dad glanced at me out of the corner of his eye, and I could see surprise there. “You do?”

      “Yes.” Rather than tipping my hand, I stopped talking. If my dad had a follow up question, he could ask it. He didn’t need to know that I was taking a huge risk by requesting to see the doctor again. He had no idea I planned on being a pretty poor patient.

      My dad cleared his throat and said, “Well, I think he’s out of town right now. But as soon as he gets back, I’ll see if he can come over and speak with you.”

      “’Kay,” I said. Did it make any sense to me that the doctor who saved Drew, one I’d never heard of before even though I had lived in Shenandoah my whole life, had conveniently gone out of town the day I wanted to speak to him? Of course not. But then, I was beginning to wonder if Dr. Sanderson was even a doctor at all. But I played along. At this point, I had no idea who I could trust, but the list was getting smaller and smaller by the minute.
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      Never in my entire life has my mother let me eat Sunday lunch upstairs, but all it took was mentioning that speaking to Jack had me feeling sad, and she agreed to let me fix a plate and take it to my room. I felt like she wanted to talk to my dad and thought it would be easier if I wasn’t there since this game of secrets was becoming more and more complicated with every passing moment.

      I grabbed a chicken breast, a helping of mashed potatoes, and a few roasted carrots, slipping a can of pop into my pocket before I headed up the stairs, my mom shouting at me to be careful on the carpet. My true purpose was to call Lucy as soon as I could. I needed to let her know what had happened at Jack’s.

      Unfortunately, I got her voicemail. I left her a message to call me and then jotted down a few notes in my notebook before snapping a picture and sending it to her.

      “Sunday: Went to talk to Jack Cook. He was acting odd. He seemed haggard and disheveled. His mom said he thinks someone is watching him and is sleeping poorly. He started asking why Cadence wasn’t at the hospital the night Drew died, but when I mentioned Dr. Sanderson, Jack’s demeanor shifted, and he was almost like a robot. He went into the living room to watch TV when his mother asked him to.

      “Who is Dr. Sanderson really and who else has he brainwashed? I asked my dad if I could speak to him again, but apparently the doctor is out of town right now. I want to see if I can face him and not be brainwashed. Maybe I can find a way to figure out who he really is.”

      Once I’d sent Lucy my notes, I took a few bites of chicken. My mom is an excellent cook, but I really wasn’t hungry. All of this sleuthing was making my stomach hurt. Thinking the mashed potatoes might settle it a bit, I concentrated on them.

      I had decided enough was enough about the time my phone rang. I set my fork down and was relieved to see it was Luce. “Hey, did you get my pic?”

      “OMG!” Most of Lucy’s greetings are the same three letters. “Yes! And get this! Last night, I decided to see if I could find this Dr. Sanderson on the Shenandoah Memorial website, and there’s not a trace of him.”

      “Really?” I asked. That did surprise me a bit. I didn’t think there was any question he was there that night, when they brought Drew in. But if he didn’t work there, why was he there?

      “As a matter of fact, I couldn’t find a Dr. Elliott Sanderson even licensed in the state of Iowa.”

      Lucy’s words washed over me, leaving goosebumps in their wake. “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope. So, I don’t know how he could possibly be practicing medicine here….”

      “Maybe he has a different first name and goes by his middle name or something.” There had to be a reasonable explanation.

      “Doubtful.” Lucy shot me down.

      I was trying to come up with something else when I heard the purr of an engine outside. I recognized the sound from the other night when this whole mess started. Jumping out of my chair, I almost knocked it over in my rush to get to the window.

      Lucy was prattling on in my ear, but my eyes were glued out the window. It was the same car as the other night. Even though my friend was still talking, I needed my camera. I pulled the phone away from my head and took a few pics of the sports car, knowing I’d need to identify it. It was hard to see through the tint of the windshield, but I thought it was the same girl driving as had taken my sister away the other night.

      I’d just put my phone back up to my ear, hearing Lucy ask, “Hello? Are you there, Cass?” when the most unexplainable thing I’d seen yet happened. I almost dropped the phone.

      My sister got out of the car. I saw her standing there on the curb for the briefest second. But then, she was gone, only a blur remaining. Not even a half-second later, I heard the door downstairs.

      “Cass??”

      “Sorry!” I said, once I’d picked my jaw up off of the floor. I had to sit down, but I didn’t want to walk away from the window until the car was gone. Once it faded around the corner, I surveyed the road once more and stumbled to my bed. “Lucy, my sister’s home.”

      “Oh, good. I guess you need to go then.”

      I was trying to figure out how to tell her what I’d just seen. “Lucy,” I began, “Cadence just sprinted up the driveway so fast, she was just a blur. I wouldn’t have even known she was doing it if I hadn’t seen her get out of the car with my own two eyes. I even have pictures of the car to send you. But… seriously. A blur.”

      In all of the years that I’ve known her, Lucy Burk has never been quiet for more than two seconds unless she was in class and couldn’t talk. She didn’t speak for at least half a minute. “OMG.” It was a whisper.

      “What the…” I stopped myself. I heard my mom shouting my name. “I’ve gotta go.”

      “’Kay. Send me the pics.”

      “Right.”

      I headed toward the door, sending the pictures as I went, but I wasn’t sure how to even face my sister. I knew what I’d seen, but there was no way that it could actually be my sister, normal, average speed, college freshman, Cadence Josephine Findley, who just covered the distance from the curb to the house in less than a second. No. Way.

      I wasn’t sure what to expect. Would Cadence look different? Would she have some sort of new appendages that made her run so fast? Would she glow in the dark? Surely, she wasn’t dangerous—not to her family, anyway.

      From the top of the stairwell, I could hear my family talking. I took my time. If they didn’t know I could hear, they might just keep saying things that could be valuable to my investigation.

      My mom’s voice carried up the stairs. “We had always heard that Transformation was extremely painful, but now I guess they have some new method or something, and it’s not so bad? Is that right, or was Aaron just trying to make us feel better?”

      There was that word again. I knew for a fact now that my sister had undergone some sort of procedure, something that had altered who—or what—she was. The proof was in the blur I’d seen as she made her way to the house. And now my mom was confirming it.

      I wished there was some way I could wait until after my sister replied before I showed myself, but Cadence was facing the entryway from the stairs to the living room, so as soon as I stepped foot on the floor at the bottom of the stairwell, she could see me.

      I could see her, too, obviously. She looked the same—possibly less tired than usual, which I found odd since Jack looked just awful. She had a smile on her face and her brown eyes were twinkling. I wondered if she would feel cold to the touch like Jack. Maybe something was happening to him, too, and he was in the early stages whereas Cadence was a finished product.

      My sister stood and embraced me, “Hey, Cass! How are you?” she exclaimed.

      Relieved that she was as warm bodied as ever, I only said, “Good,” thinking maybe I should still be leery of whatever my sister had become. Remembering I needed to make sure they were not suspicious, I asked, “Are you feeling okay?”

      I saw the exchange of glances between my sister and my parents before my mom, who was sitting in her recliner, replied, “Cadence is feeling much better, Cass. You’re so sweet to ask. Cadence, we explained that you needed some time away from town to process your friend’s passing, so you went to stay with Grandma for a few days.”

      Clearly, my mother’s answer was an attempt to let my sister know the lies I had been fed, but what was I going to say? “I know there’s something going on, and you’re all hiding it from me!” Probably not the right track to take if I ever wanted to be let in on the family secret.

      Cadence was nodding so hard, I thought her head might come off. “Yes, that’s right. I just needed some time. But I’ll be fine. Thanks, Sis.”

      There was an awkward pause where I was almost positive they were all waiting for me to skip off. No one seemed to want to tell me to skedaddle, though, so I waited patiently. I can play games, too.

      My dad drew the short straw. “Cass, honey, we’re going to talk to Cadence a little more about what happened that night when she was out with her friends.” I stared at him, wondering what his excuse might be for not letting me stay. He took a deep breath and continued. “I really think it’s best if you just join us for dinner in a bit; all right, honey?”

      Since we’d just eaten, that meant he wanted me to stay in my room for several hours! I felt like screaming, “No! I am a member of this family and should get to stay, too!” But I didn’t. I nodded and said, “All right. I’ll see you later, Sis,” to Cadence, even though I wasn’t sure whether or not I could trust her. I still needed to try and get some information from her.

      I eyed her for a moment as she said, “For sure!” and sat back down on the couch.

      I turned and headed for the stairs, trying to seem normal and walk at a regular pace. I wished they were still standing by the stairs so I could hear better once I reached the top, but I also knew that my parents had a tendency not to know their own volume.

      The top of the stairs was still before me when I heard my mom say, “Well, honey, we hope it wasn’t too terribly painful.”

      I strained to hear Cadence’s response, but her voice wasn’t as loud. Once I reached the top of the stairs, I didn’t even bother to fake-shut my door, thinking they were too wrapped up in their own conversation to even be paying attention to me. I went around the side of the railing closest to my bedroom and dropped to my stomach.

      Knowing I’d missed part of the conversation, I strained to hear what was being said now. My dad’s voice boomed, “She had visions of you screaming in pain, writhing around on a hospital bed, you know, the type of thing you see on horror films.” I assumed he meant my mother thought this must be the case. Why would she think that? Was Cadence like Frankenstein’s monster now? Surely, they were talking about this procedure she’d undergone and nothing additional.

      My mom’s voice was defensive, which meant louder than normal. “Well, I didn’t know. I just didn’t know. That Aaron is a nice boy, but for all I knew he was telling us what he thought we wanted to hear.” I thought my mom’s choice of words was a little funny. I didn’t know how old Aaron was, but he had to be older than he looked if he had worked with my grandmother.

      I had no idea what Cadence was saying. I could barely make out the melody of her voice as she responded to my mom’s comment. My mom said something in response, but she must’ve calmed down because it was faint.

      It was my dad’s voice that I was able to make out next, but I didn’t catch the first part of the sentence. I heard, “a bit scared,” followed by, “would be lying if we said we weren’t a little, uh, circumspect.”

      Not knowing what that word meant for certain, I puzzled over it for a moment as my mom confirmed not only was that the word he’d said, it was a good one. “Circumspect,” I repeated, hoping I’d remember to look it up later.

      There was a little more chatter before I heard Cadence imploring them to “focus,” which was about the only word she said that I could make out at all, and then she said she wanted to go lie down for a bit.

      Scrambling to my feet, I slowly backed toward my bedroom door, knowing I couldn’t let my sister find me there. Now that she could move faster than a speeding bullet, I needed to hurry but still be as quiet as possible. Luckily, she seemed to be slowing her movements around my parents, and by the time I heard her footfalls on the stairs, I was in my room with the door closed.

      I realized I couldn’t risk calling Lucy because my sister might overhear, so I pulled out my phone, thinking I’d text her. There were quite a few missed texts on a three-way with Lucy and Emma, and I saw that Milo had called me, too. While I’d spoken to him a few days before, I was still in my crazy state of thinking that Drew’s death was no big deal when we talked, so I was eager to call him back to claim I’d been in shock or something.

      Noises next door told me Cadence was in her room, but she wasn’t particularly loud, and I hoped she’d fall asleep for a little while. After that, I hoped I’d get a chance to talk to her. There was so much going on all of a sudden, and I felt pressed for time, even though I had no idea why.

      I checked my texts first. The girls had discovered the car was a Lamborghini Aventador, which cost about $400,000. That number was from Emma, so I knew it wasn’t an exaggeration. I almost dropped my phone. Again.

      Also, Emma explained that you have to have a license to practice medicine in Iowa to be admitted to a hospital as a physician, so Dr. Sanderson’s story didn’t make any sense. She said there was only one Dr. Elliott Sanderson in the entire database of doctors she had accessed, and he was licensed in Oklahoma as a psychiatrist.

      There was a whole lotta shade being thrown at this person’s story.

      I sent them several texts to let them know what I had overheard and went ahead and jotted it down in the notebook as well. I figured at this point, it was smart to have notes in various places. My family wasn’t typically nosy, so I wasn’t too worried someone might find them, and Lucy’s parents never messed with her stuff. There was a chance her maid might find it, but she only came to clean once a week and would probably think Lucy was just being weird. Emma’s parents knew she was weird so they wouldn’t think twice about seeing her write down something that sounded like a fantasy game.

      “Sunday: Cadence returned. I saw her get out of the Lamborghini Aventador she had ridden away in the other night, and I think it was the same girl who was driving though I couldn’t really see her. Cadence got out of the car like a normal person but then moved so quickly to the house, all I could see was a streak. I am certain that this happened, even though it is unbelievable.

      “I overheard my mother asking about Cadence’s transformation. My dad said that he thought my mom was envisioning a scene from a horror movie. My mom mentioned that she thought Aaron was just telling them what he wanted them to hear. My dad said they had been a bit scared and thought the whole situation was circumspect, which Emma told me means, ‘guarded’ or ‘wary,’ so I think that means he is suspicious of what is going on. I concur, though my parents clearly know a lot more than I do.”

      Once I was satisfied that I’d written down everything I needed to, I gave Milo a call, hoping he didn’t think I was nuts like he did the other day when I’d talked to him.

      “Hey, Cass. Is your sister home?”

      Milo is often very direct, like Emma. “Yes, she’s here. Listen, Milo, I’m sorry I was acting so weird the other day when we were talking. I think I was still in shock about, you know, everything. I’m really upset about Drew, and I am just hoping my sister is okay.” I kept my voice down, hoping Cadence couldn’t hear me, but it didn’t really matter if she did. Milo and I weren’t going to discuss anything I wasn’t supposed to know.

      “That’s fine,” Milo said, clearly accepting my crazy explanation. “I just wanted to tell you I saw you leaving Jack Cook’s house this morning.”

      “Right,” I said. Milo lived down the street from the Cooks, and we’d driven by his house a couple of times. “I just went over to check on him.”

      “Yeah, me, too.” Milo was silent for a really long time. “He seems… freaked out.”

      Normally, Milo would use more scientific words than “freaked” but I had to agree with his word choice. “I know,” was all I could manage. I wasn’t ready to tell yet another one of my friends that I thought something bizarre was going on with my sister and her friends.

      “You saw it, too?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “I mean… not only did he look awful, the whole time I was trying to talk to him, he kept looking out the window, and at one point he said, ‘I think I’m next.’ Then, his mom came in and calmed him down, saying something about some doctor. It was really weird, Cass.”

      I took a deep breath, not knowing what to say. I knew that Milo had every right to be concerned, but I didn’t want to let him know what I knew. “That is bizarre,” I finally said. “He was a little antsy when I was there, but nothing like that.” I wondered if his mother had started using the Dr. Sanderson line with him because she saw what happened when I mentioned him or if she’d been doing it all along.

      “Your sister’s not acting like that, is she?” he asked, and I could hear more than just curiosity in his voice. He really thought my sister might be losing it, too.

      “No, she’s sad, I think, but not paranoid.” I did not mention that I thought, whatever was happening to Jack, my sister had already gone through it. It had to have something to do with this transformation procedure my parents kept talking about, but I had no idea what it meant. Jack must be in the early stages of transforming or something.

      “Well, that’s good,” Milo said. His voice sounded a little calmer, but not completely back to normal. “Okay. I just wanted to check on her. And you.”

      “Thanks, Milo,” I said, trying to smile so that he would think I was being nonchalant. I may have to enlist his help later, but not right now.

      We hung up, and I saw that I’d missed a whole slew of speculative texts from my girls. I let them know what Milo had told me, and once again, added a notation in the notebook. At this rate, I was going to need a three-ring binder.

      “Sunday: Milo called. Said he went to see Jack, who was acting weird. Jack said he ‘thinks he’s next.’ Not sure what this means but wondering if hast something to do with transforming. Are Aaron and Elliott stalking Jack? Will he be their next victim?”
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      My mother ordered pizza for dinner. Yet another reason to suspect it was the end of times. I wanted to check the back yard to see if perhaps she had also purchased us a pet unicorn, that’s how rare it was that my mom would order pizza for dinner when it wasn’t anyone’s birthday. The only other time I remember her ordering anything in on a regular day was when my father had a fender bender on the way home from work, and they were both stressed out about calling insurance and whatever else you have to do when your car’s crunched.

      We didn’t even eat at the table! We sat in front of the television and watched a movie. I had no idea we even owned TV trays. It was amazing, and it sort of made me wish my sister had transformed into some weird, super-fast creature earlier or more often.

      If Cadence was struggling to keep things at a normal pace, no one noticed. She looked like her regular self, although I swear she was more muscular somehow. It was hard to tell since she was wearing a long sweater and jeans, but something about her arms looked more defined. Her skin had an even more glowing quality to it than usual. Not like Green Lantern glowing but like she was well-rested and had been getting her eight glasses of water in every day.

      After the movie was over, I decided to go to my room. I hoped Cadence would follow because I had so many questions for her, but I didn’t think I should just invite her up, like she was there for a job interview, so I just said I was heading upstairs and smiled at her. A few minutes after I settled onto my bed with my laptop, I heard a soft knock. I turned down the Spotify station I’d been playing and turned my attention to the door.

      She poked her head in. “Hey! Whatcha doin’?” My sister has one of those smiles that immediately makes you smile back, so I did.

      Setting my laptop aside, but leaving it open so the music continued to play, I made room for her on my bed. It’s a full-sized, but we both like to lean against the wall and sort of have our regular spots. “Nothing.” That was true. I hadn’t even checked my email before she came in.

      Cadence sat in her usual spot, grabbing one of my pillows and stuffing it behind her. “How are you?” I could see concern in her eyes, and while I appreciated it, I thought it a bit strange. It was her friend who had died, after all, not mine.

      “I’m okay.” I gave her a small smile and then proceeded with caution. Gathering information without tipping my hand would be tricky. “How are you? This has gotta be hard on you.”

      I could see sadness in my sister’s brown eyes, but she put on a brave face. “It has been,” she admitted. “But I’ll be okay.”

      Nodding, I took another step down the road, hoping not to fall off of a cliff. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Not really.” Her answer came too quickly, and I wished I would’ve phrased my question differently. This may’ve been a missed opportunity.

      I thought I’d try a different tactic and maybe circle back to what had happened that night with Drew at a later time. “How’s Grandma?”

      “She’s good. She was sad she didn’t get to come down for Thanksgiving. I’m sorry I missed it, too. But she cooked for us.”

      “Us?” I asked. “Did she have friends over?”

      I saw the wheels turning in my sister’s head. I’m sure she’d meant just her and Grandma when she’d said “us,” but I wasn’t going to let an opportunity like that pass me up. My grandma allegedly knew Aaron, if not more of the strangers who had recently come into our lives, and I wanted to know if my sister would admit that.

      “Oh, just… a few people. No one you’d know.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. I decided to feel her out. “I met Aaron.”

      I saw her eyes enlarge slightly. “You did?”

      “Yep.” I decided to keep Dr. Sanderson in my pocket for a moment. Would he have been there, at my grandma’s?

      “That’s cool.” She looked uncomfortable. “How are your friends?”

      So, clearly she did not want to talk about Mr. McReynolds. “They’re fine. Milo went to visit Jack today.”

      “How is he?”

      I assumed she meant Jack and not Milo, though it was hard to say for sure. In that case, there was no easy answer to the question. “Do you know that I saw him this morning?”

      Cadence looked surprised. “Jack? No.”

      “Dad took me over. I wanted to check on him. Daniel, Lucy’s brother, saw him the other day. He said he looked… different. So, I wanted to make sure he was okay. Milo went over after I did.” I waited to see if she’d ask me anything about Jack. I wanted to know what kind of concerns she might have.

      “That was nice of you. I’m sure he’s just as upset about Drew’s death as I am.” It seemed hard for her to say those two words—Drew’s death. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to talk about a good friend that way. “Did he seem… okay?”

      “He was not himself.”

      Cadence puzzled over my choice of words, which had been intentional. “I’m sure he’s very upset.”

      “Mom told me you’re not going back to school.”

      Once again, her eyes lit up with surprise. She must not have realized Mom had told me anything. “I’ve decided to take a little break.” She nodded, trying to make her voice sound confident, but I could hear her wavering a bit.

      “Why? I thought you liked college. Are you still going to be a teacher?”

      Cadence ran her hands through her hair. “It’s hard to explain, Cass. I just felt like going back there right now wasn’t the right thing to do. I’m sure I’ll go back eventually.”

      I had to accept that answer, for now anyway. I think she really wanted to change the subject, but I pressed on. “So what kind of work are you going to be doing?”

      By now she must’ve realized I knew more than she thought I would. “It’s sort of difficult to explain and top secret.” She plastered a crooked smile on her face, which I knew was fake. “If I told ya I’d have to kill ya.” She poked me in the ribs with her elbow.

      I laughed because it was meant to be funny, but on the inside, I felt my blood run cold. “Ha, yeah. Mom said it was security or something.”

      “Something like that. Hey, how are Lucy and Emma?”

      She had managed to change the subject. Good for her. “They’re good. We were all ready to head back to school, but I guess that’ll happen Tuesday. We are working on a science project together.”

      “Cool. What’s it about?”

      I spent way too long explaining our project on electromagnetic charges to her, and by the time I’d finished, I realized we were as far off of the topic I wanted to be discussing as we could possibly be. Score one for big sis.

      Eventually, we got around to Cadence’s favorite question. By now, we were lying on our stomachs facing each other. “So… you gotta boyfriend?”

      I felt my face flush but rolled my eyes and shook my head. “No.”

      “No… but?”

      She could read me like a book. I readjusted the pillow beneath my chest and let out a sigh. “There is a boy I think is cute, but I’m pretty sure he doesn’t like me.”

      “Oh, my goodness, Cass, I knew it! Spill! Who is he?”

      “It’s not a big deal, Cadence!” I wished I hadn’t said anything, but she could always tell when I wasn’t being completely honest with her. “His name is Liam White, and he’s in my algebra class. He’s super popular, though, and lots of girls like him.”

      “Awww!” my sister gushed. “What does he look like?”

      Letting out another exhale, I pulled out my phone and went to a popular social media site. I silently handed over the device.

      “Cass! He’s so cute! He looks like he could be in a boy band.”

      “Thanks?” I said, not sure that was a compliment, though I think she meant it to be. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. We’re not going out or anything. I’ve just helped him with his homework a few times.” I took my phone back and put it in my back pocket.

      “Still… he’s dreamy.”

      My eyes rolled so far back into my head, I could practically see my brain. “What about you?” I asked, turning the tables. “You seeing anyone?”

      I expected her to give her usual, “I don’t have time for that answer,” but instead my sister’s face turned a slight shade of pink. “No,” she said, and I knew immediately that wasn’t the full answer.

      “Do you have a crush on someone?”

      “No.” Cadence is much better at keeping her lips sealed than I am. I can never force any information out of her. I wondered if it was one of the guys whose names had recently come up, although it seemed like there were so many, I didn’t even know where to begin guessing. “How’s algebra going, anyway?” she asked, successfully changing the subject to one that would not make her face look like she’d been out in the sun too long. “You have Mr. James, right?” She made a “bluck” face, and I agreed with her. He was not my favorite teacher.

      “Yeah, I do. The work isn’t too hard, but he is so boring!”

      “I know!” Cadence agreed, slamming her face down into the pillow. After a moment, I realized she was laughing. She lifted her head. “You should see Jack’s impression of him. It’s so funny.” In a very monotone, old-man voice, she started reciting Mr. James’s typical greeting, “Okay… class… let’s… get… out… our… textbooks….” We both started laughing hysterically because her impression was so awful, but I could still tell it was supposed to be my boring teacher. “Jack’s is so much better,” she said between gulps of air.

      “I didn’t know Jack did impressions.” I couldn’t imagine mild-mannered Jack making fun of an instructor.

      She shrugged, finally regaining her composure. “I mean, not like Jon does, but sometimes.” She grew more solemn, like thinking of Jack made her sad for some reason. Or maybe she was thinking of Drew, although I’m sure Drew was definitely not in Cadence’s algebra class since she was a year younger than my sister.

      I decided to change the subject myself this time. “Have you seen that new superhero movie yet?” I asked, thinking it would be best to keep the topic light. Despite my suspicions that something totally weird was going on with my sister, she was still one of the most important people in the world to me, and I hated seeing her upset. Besides, this entire conversation had been so normal, I was beginning to think I’d lost my mind before, when I thought she was transforming into some creature I wouldn’t recognize.

      We continued to chat for another hour or so before Cadence yawned and said she was tired. I was sure that she must be exhausted. Even if she hadn’t had any procedure that transformed her into a lightning quick being, I’m certain she had spent many hours crying about the loss of Drew and her life as she’d known it before that terrible festival. She might have still been keeping everything from me, but I loved her just the same. When she stood to go, I climbed to my feet and gave her a long hug. My big sister was the best sibling anyone could ever ask for, and I hated that she was going through all of this; I hated that I was still on the outside, and she didn’t feel like she could share it with me.

      “I’ll see you in the morning,” she said quietly, and I let go of her and nodded. The funeral was the next day. I didn’t know if Cadence had ever even been to one before. I hadn’t. I thought they must be awful.

      My sister left, and I heard her turning on the shower a few minutes later. I decided I was pretty tired, too, and flipped my light switch off, thinking I’d check my phone and then try to go to sleep, even though it was just a little past 9:00. I shut my laptop, turning off the music. With a sigh, I leaned back against my pillows. I didn’t think I’d really garnered any new information to jot down or share with my friends from our discussion. Cadence was very careful not to mention anything that she didn’t already know my parents had told me, which was smart on her part. I wasn’t surprised; she’s always been almost as smart as I am.

      I did have several texts, though, and while they were interesting to read, my friends were mostly speculating. Milo and Wes had also sent me texts to check on me and my sister. And Milo mentioned he’d been keeping Jack’s house under surveillance to see if anyone really was spying on his neighbor, which I thought was odd since that was exactly what Jack was worried about. Was Milo’s watching him what was making him so nervous?

      I heard an odd noise in my sister’s room and froze. It wasn’t loud, so I’m not even sure why it caught my attention, but I could still hear the water running in her shower, even though it was faint because the bathroom is on the other side of her room (I think a pipe runs through the ceiling over my bed or something), but I got the impression that something strange was happening again.

      Lying as still as I possibly could, I strained to hear what was happening next door. I heard Cadence’s water switch off but didn’t hear anything else for a while. I assumed she was still in the bathroom, drying off, etc. Just when I was beginning to think I was imagining everything, the bathroom door opened, and I heard my sister shriek. It wasn’t a scream—like she was in pain or something was attacking her—it was more like the sound someone might make at a surprise party. However, it was enough for me to know I wasn’t losing my mind.

      It was muffled but distinct enough that I could make out every word. “What are you doing in my bedroom again?” my sister shouted.

      Before he even spoke, I knew who she was speaking to. “Sorry! Sorry! Sorry!” I heard Aaron say. His voice was becoming too familiar to me. “I just climbed in the window…. I had no idea you were in the shower. If I had known, I wouldn’t have come in.”

      I knew that wasn’t true. He hadn’t just climbed in the window. He’d been in there a few minutes, and he had to have known she was in the shower—he would’ve heard the water. Why would he lie about that? Maybe he didn’t want her to know that he was sitting there waiting for her to come out? What kind of a sicko was this guy?

      My sister’s response was squeaky at best, and I wasn’t sure exactly what she’d said, but I heard, “…climbing in my bedroom window!” and then the sound of her footsteps as she angrily crossed the room to my side, where her closet and dresser were located. I assumed she was looking for clothing and must have had her towel wrapped around her and clenched in one fist.

      Aaron’s voice sounded different, like he was embarrassed. It was always a bit quieter than most men I know, but this time it was unusual altogether. I could make out every few words, enough to know he was making excuses for why he was there. The last part sounded really odd to me, as I had no idea what it could mean—or maybe I had misheard it. “You don’t have your IAC yet.”

      What the crap was an IAC?

      My sister’s response came from right on the other side of the wall it seemed. She was rattling off all the other ways he could’ve gotten ahold of her, other than an IAC, whatever that was. He sounded apologetic as he agreed that she was right and it wouldn’t happen again.

      Cadence’s bathroom door slammed. A few long seconds later, she shouted, “I’ll be out in a second!” like she was afraid he might leave while she was in there. Was she now okay that he’d snuck into her room?

      I waited to hear if Aaron would make a hasty retreat out the window, but I didn’t hear anything at all. He was good at sitting still, if he was sitting. The floorboards didn’t creak either, so he wasn’t pacing. The more interaction (or covert interaction) I had with this man, the stranger he seemed. I wondered what he was exactly; I had a pretty good idea he was not a human.

      Alien? Superhero? Doubtful. Genetic mutation? I had no idea.

      A few minutes later, my sister’s bathroom door creaked open and I heard her crossing the room. I think she was headed toward one of the two chairs that sit next to the windows in her room, the same one Aaron thought was his personal entrance.

      I could hear them talking but barely a word was discernible, and it was driving me crazy. My sister’s tone sounded much more pleasant now than it had a few minutes ago. I guess she’d gotten over the initial shock that there was an uninvited man in her bedroom. I knew that she’d had Jack over to study lots of times and my parents hadn’t minded when they went in her room. They trusted my sister completely. Kash and Jon had been in there plenty of times, too, but this was different. My parents might’ve known Aaron, but they didn’t know he was in her room, and I wondered what they would think if they knew he was here. He was older than Cadence, by his own admission. Was there something going on between them?

      He didn’t seem like my sister’s type. Don’t get me wrong. Aaron is super attractive. Like I said earlier, he has stunning blue eyes and looks like he could be a model if he wanted to be. He’s nice enough, but there’s just something rigid about him. I could hear his soft laughter through the wall every once in a while, but it wasn’t the kind of easy-going laugh I’d heard from Jack. Aaron seems a little too polished for my sister, too, like the kind of guy who might get a manicure on a regular basis. He could easily be one of those guys all the girls desperately wish was straight, like Matt Bomer, but when you find out he’s gay, it’s not a huge shock.

      My sister continued her conversation for a lot longer than I expected her to. If I hadn’t been straining so hard to try to hear what they were saying, I might’ve fallen asleep. But no matter how hard I concentrated, I only picked up a stray word here and there.

      I heard the name Eliza again, but I still had no context for her. At this point, I thought that had to be the girl with the purple hair that had both taken my sister and brought her back. I also heard Christian again. And I’m pretty sure the term “IAC” came up again when they were talking about this fellow. I’d have to Google that and see if I could figure out what the heck an IAC could possibly be.

      About an hour or so after he’d arrived, I heard Aaron say he needed to go. It wasn’t even 11:00 yet, but he probably knew what my sister had going on the next day. I wondered if these people would be at Drew’s funeral. They seemed to know her, somehow.

      The springs in one of my sister’s chairs croaked as one of them stood up. Their voices were so quiet now, I couldn’t really even tell if they were talking or whispering. Then the window opened. I wouldn’t have even caught the noise, it was so fast, but I knew exactly what to listen for. I wished I’d been over by my own window so I could see if Aaron was still just a disturbance in the air as he leapt to the yard. Only a few seconds passed before I heard a motorcycle engine several blocks away. There was no way he could’ve gotten there that quickly if he was a regular human person like the rest of us. But then, at that point in my life, I was beginning to wonder who was human and who wasn’t. And the people who weren’t, like my sister, what were they?
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      Staying at home by myself while my sister and parents went to the funeral wasn’t an option, so I was at Lucy’s house. It was fine, better, probably, than staying at home alone, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to talk anymore about what was going on with my sister. It was all Lucy wanted to talk about.

      Emma was there, too, but she seemed indifferent. We decided to set up in Lucy’s bedroom so that when the rest of her family came back from the funeral we wouldn’t be overheard. The more Lucy went over what we knew and what we didn’t know, the more I wanted to shout for her to just stop. Somehow, it felt wrong talking about my sister’s problems—or whatever they were—while Drew was lying in a casket somewhere, being sunk beneath the earth, and covered with dirt.

      Lucy didn’t seem to see it that way. She’d made a Wiki about what we’d found out so far. She drilled me about my conversation with Jack and what I’d talked about with Cadence. She was intrigued by Aaron’s appearance again the night before, and when I told them my Matt Bomer theory, she begged me to take a picture of him. I tried to explain I wasn’t saying he looked like the actor, I just thought he might be deceptively handsome to women. She still wanted a picture. I couldn’t blame her, I guess. If her sister had a super-hot guy sneaking into her room in the middle of the night, I’d wonder what he looked like, too, although it did no good to think about such things since neither Lucy nor Emma had a sister, and if a guy was sneaking into Daniel’s room to talk to him in the middle of the night, well, we could be back to the Matt Bomer thing, I guess.

      “Aaron McReynolds has no social media presence,” Emma declared, her fingers flying over her keyboard. “But here’s something slightly interesting. I did a search using the key terms ‘Eliza’ and ‘purple hair’ and I got something.”

      “Huh?” I asked, a little surprised, although, I thought there had to be more than one woman in the world named Eliza who happened to have purple hair, didn’t there?

      “What makes you think that you found this elusive woman who drives a Lamborghini through a Google search?” Lucy’s words mirrored my own inquiry.

      “Do you know how many Lamborghini Aventadors are in existence?” Emma asked in her matter-of-fact voice.

      “Not so many?” Lucy inquired. Like me, she must think the number had to be low to beg the question.

      “Less than 5000 per production year, and they haven’t been around that long.”

      I was sure Emma knew the exact numbers, but sometimes she liked to be less strict with her quantitative evaluations so as to be a bit more relatable.

      “’Kay,” Lucy said. “So… what does this have to do with whatever you found?”

      Rather than answer, Emma turned her laptop around so the two of us, who were also sitting on Lucy’s bed rather than the sitting area in an alcove, which would’ve made more sense, could see it.

      I gasped and covered my mouth with my hand. Emma’s Google search had produced a picture of the woman I’d seen. I was sure of it. She was wearing all black leather from head to toe, leaning back against the Aventador, her arms crossed and a cocky smile on her face. Her short hair was a dark purple, almost burgundy color in the direct sunlight. She wasn’t as tall as my sister, and I remembered thinking that when I’d first seen her out my bedroom window. The picture was a post from a social media site, and the caption read, “The company car is pretty rad.” The name on the account was @ElizaWrath.

      “I take it that’s her,” Lucy said, her voice very quiet.

      Without replying, I picked up my notebook and started writing. It was starting to get a little full now since I’d decided to go ahead and record my discussion with Cadence and the little I’d picked up from listening in on her late-night discussion with Aaron. (A Google search for IAC had not turned up much.) I needed to write this down so I could collect my thoughts.

      “Is there any other info on her profile that might be helpful?” Lucy asked.

      “Not that I could find,” Emma shrugged. “Of course, I don’t really know what I’m looking for.” She adjusted her glasses and turned her laptop back around. “I guess we could check all of her friends’ profile pictures and see if any of them match the people you’ve seen, Cass.”

      Something told me Aaron was not the kind of guy who had time for social media. Elliott—maybe? “Check and see if she has any friends named Jamie or Christian,” I said.

      “Or maybe something with a doctor name?” Lucy asked, and we both nodded.

      I had finished my notes and set my notebook aside. While I had been hesitant to dig into all of this while the funeral was going on, seeing Eliza Wrath’s picture had sent chills down my spine. It was one thing to see the woman outside of my bedroom window from a distance but something else entirely to see that she really did exist in real life. Every time something proved that what was happening with my sister was real, I found it harder to accept.

      I picked up my own laptop and went to the same website Emma was on, finding Eliza’s profile quickly now that I knew what I was looking for. The girl was pretty. She looked a lot like Ashley Greene, only with purple, curly hair. And taller.

      Thinking of Ashley Greene led down a rapid chain of thoughts that had me slamming my laptop closed. My mouth hung open, and my heart began to race. “Oh, my God,” I said quietly. The thoughts that had entered my head seemed so completely impossible, but then, with the things I’d seen recently, anything was possible, wasn’t it? Apparently, even the laws of physics weren’t exactly what we’d thought they’d been. Neither was gravity the old friend I’d thought I understood for all these years.

      “What is it, Cass?” Lucy’s voice sounded haunted, as if she, too, were on the edge of a discovery that would shake her from what was left of the normal world.

      I was having trouble even formulating what had entered my head into a coherent thought, let alone a sentence. I managed to croak, “Water,” and gestured for the bottle I’d left on Lucy’s nightstand.

      Emma looked at Lucy, her eyes wider than normal behind her glasses, took the lid off of the bottle and handed it to me. I nodded my thanks and swallowed about half of the contents before handing it back to her and taking a few deep breaths. The water helped loosen my tongue, but I still didn’t know how I was going to say what I was thinking.

      I slowly turned so that I was facing them both. “Okay—so here’s the deal,” I began. “You guys prepare to tell me that I’m nuts. Okay?”

      “No problem.” Emma’s response was serious, and I knew she wouldn’t hesitate. It would’ve made me laugh if I wasn’t freaking out.

      “Eliza Wrath looks like Ashley Greene.” I looked from one pair of eyes to the other to see if they were following me. They both looked lost. “The actress who played Alice on Twilight.”

      “Right,” Lucy said, nodding.

      “What’s Twilight?” Emma asked.

      “It’s a movie,” Lucy replied, barely glancing at her and then back at me.

      “I gathered that,” Emma shot back. “But what movie?”

      I needed to continue before I lost the nerve or my train of thought. I stuck up a finger to still Emma. I didn’t think she’d get what I was trying to say anyway, but I thought Lucy might. “Seeing her picture made me think about what I’ve seen. People who move very quickly, who can jump from great heights and not get hurt. They drive expensive vehicles. Jack was so cold when I touched him. I don’t know if he’s part of this or if that was just a clue. They’re all pretending to be something they aren’t. My sister said she couldn’t talk about her new job but it was security related—which I doubt. Some of them are very attractive, more so than normal people.” That wasn’t necessarily the case for Dr. Sanderson, but Aaron and Eliza were above average for certain. So was my sister. “Lucy,” I said, slowly, “do you think….” I couldn’t finish the sentence.
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