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      For the wanderers.

      The Lost.

      The Found.

      And those who haven’t yet

      decided which they are.

      The mystery lies within us all.
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      Rain splatters on the roof as the TV blares from the living room where my father sits, probably asleep, definitely drunk, and completely unaware that the annoying sound is keeping me and my brother awake. The flickering glow spills through the small cracks in my door, and the old wood is so desiccated that it not only creaks when moved, but pieces fall off as well.

      The floors above me groan with the wind, and I’ve often wondered just how stable this house is, if the second floor is even sound to walk on. Father claims it’s safe enough, but “safe enough” isn’t comforting to me.

      A soft whisper flows through the room as outside air rushes in through the cracked window, bringing with it a spray of rainwater. I wipe perspiration from my upper lip and flop over in bed, sparing a glance toward my brother’s room, which looks straight into mine. There had been a door separating our conjoining rooms when we moved in, until he tripped and used it to catch himself—only to have it crash to the floor with him, breaking into a thousand, tiny pieces.

      Just the same, the entrance to his room refuses to open, and I fear if it did, the entire foundation would fall, given how badly it groans every time someone attempts to un-jam it.

      “I don’t understand,” I whisper, smoothing the strands of hair stuck to my face. “Why here?”

      I close my eyes and wait for the answer I know will never come. I don’t expect it to—it hasn’t yet in the two weeks since we arrived. Though, I don’t expect much of anything as of late. Mostly, I’m thankful I was given the softest of the three beds, something my father often finds reason to accuse me of: costing him a good night’s sleep.

      None of us were exactly happy about the move, nor were we thrilled at the idea of living here until “things get sorted out,” which in our family seems to be never or in death… and I’m certainly not for the latter.

      The rain picks up, pounding against my window with such force I spring from the bed, falling to the floor as I grapple with my sheets. A five-seven girl is not meant for a measly twin bed.

      “Are you all right?” my brother whispers from the room beyond mine.

      “Yes, yes, I’m fine,” I whisper harshly in response. Father doesn’t like to be woken up, especially with a half-empty bottle in his hand, so we try to keep our voices low.

      “Are you sure?” He comes to stand in the open doorway. He should consider himself lucky our rooms are conjoining, or else he would have nowhere to sleep.

      “I’m fine.” I force a smile, meeting his eyes as I use my knee to rise tiredly from the floor. Braving the raging weather, I press both hands firmly on the windowpane, shoving it down with all my might. It squeals in protest, slowly obeying. “Truly.”

      He wrings his hands, taking small, tentative steps toward me before he changes his mind and sits on the floor, resting his back against the side of my squeaky bed. I fall onto the mattress, taking a heavy breath of dense, stifling air so thick that bedsheets are unnecessary. “You know, this⁠—”

      “Is only temporary,” I recite. “I know.”

      “Good. I think Mom is worried it’s more than that,” he admits, pulling his knees to his chest.

      I brush the sweaty, ash-coated hair from his forehead—the downside of being in the room that’s home to an open fireplace, everything is so filthy it’s almost unlivable. He looks up at me, a fake smile painted on his lips. It hasn’t been real for some time now, but then again, mine hasn’t either.

      “You’re hotter than me,” I accuse. “Bring your mattress in here for the night. Hopefully the repairman will be here to fix the air-conditioner in the morning.”

      He nods and drags his mattress between rooms, placing it next to the broken bed frame Father tried to salvage and couldn’t. Though, you can hardly call a few pieces of tape an honest effort.

      So much about our lives has changed, but the difference in his personality is the most noticeable… right next to Mom’s.

      “I don’t want to live like this,” I admit, and for a moment, I fear he’s already fallen asleep until I hear a heavy sigh.

      “It’s only temporary,” he reminds me, pulling the lamp cord so the room erupts in a dim, orange glow. He’s never particularly liked the dark. Well, not since⁠—

      “Get some sleep,” he instructs, wrapping the covers around himself like a cocoon.

      “You first,” I challenge, and he snickers softly.

      At a certain point, I begin to wonder how temporary this state of temporality is. And how long until our only hope of leaving becomes a temporary promise as well.

      “Goodnight, Aspen,” my brother whispers, rolling over so his back is facing me.

      “Goodnight, Dallas.”
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      There’s a heavy pounding at the front door, and I startle awake, clutching my chest as if that alone might calm my pounding heart.

      “What the hell was that?” I ask, wondering who on earth would bother anyone at this hour, let alone us—the strange neighbors who recently moved into the decrepit house. Besides the previous squatters and kids who broke in for the thrill, no one ventures this far down our dead-end road. It was obvious when we moved in that this place hadn’t been as empty as we’d thought, given the number of footprints we found littering the entryway, but oddly enough, they never went any farther than that.

      “Well? Any ideas?” I accuse, knowing all too well the kinds of trouble my brother can find himself in. “Dallas?”

      I turn to where he sleeps on my floor—keyword being sleeps. The pounding must not have woken him up, though it’s hard to tell through the darkness. He’s normally such a light sleeper, too, and it’s unlike him to turn off the lamp.

      The pounding comes again, and I look back to where my brother lies unmoving, unshaken by the angry booming at the front door. I move through the room and grasp the decaying bedroom door, opening it slowly so as not to give any indication that there’s someone here, or at least, someone awake.

      As I tiptoe slowly through the shadows and TV light, my eyes find a lump, face-down on the couch—my father—still snoring and completely unaffected by the knocking. It’s not uncommon for him to sleep through lots of noise, given the state of his coherency is typically pretty low, if present at all. Still, waking him up is not something I ever want to do.

      I keep to the walls as I walk through the living room, careful to avoid passing any windows too closely. I drop to my knees as the banging continues, crawling quietly to the door where a small crack reveals the outside. My clammy fingers grasp the surface as I pull myself to a standing position, my nightgown catching beneath my feet.

      Bang, bang, bang.

      I swallow hard, forcing myself to keep my breathing quiet and even.

      Never let the enemy see your fear.

      It’s a new town, a new neighborhood, so it wouldn’t be out of place for onlookers to snoop, or even attempt to scare the newcomers.

      When I glance through the crack in the door, all I see is the glow of our neighbor’s porch lights shimmering off the ground, damp with puddles from the rain. Very few people live around us, and those that do are mostly hidden from view by the thick of trees between houses.

      My chest rises and falls slowly as my fingers clutch and twist the door handle, opening the creaky door as slowly as possible to get a better look outside. I’m fully aware of how stupid this is—there might still be someone out there that I can’t see—but for some reason, I’m compelled to find out who it is.

      Gradually, I peek my head out to find, just as before, that there’s no one in sight. There are no signs of life anywhere actually, which is strange considering those pesky raccoons are always traipsing through our garbage, raking it up and leaving it all across the yard.

      “Hello?” I call out into the night. I squint my eyes through the darkness, looking for the culprit who has kept me up and paranoid for so long. “I know someone’s there.”

      Something in the distance moves rapidly, so fast I can’t follow. My eyes dart around the yard and my hands tremble as the wind picks up, blowing leaves toward me and through the cracked front door.

      “Shit,” I curse, knowing perfectly well that I’ll have to wait until morning to clean them up in the light.

      “Hello?” I call out one last time, deciding that maybe my eyes are playing tricks on me. The annoyance banging on our door is long gone, probably asleep in his own bed now that his nightly tormenting is finished. But as I’m closing the door, a gust of wind blows against it with so much force that I can’t shut it. I’ve never felt wind so strong, almost like someone was pushing from the other side.

      “What in the world?” I gasp, allowing the door to slam back open. I grimace at the damage it’s probably done to the doorframe and pray that it’s not broken in the morning—we have enough repairs to do as it is. I twist around, glancing at my father’s still frame on the couch, thankfully, still asleep.

      I breathe a sigh of relief, and just as abruptly as it started, the wind stops. Except this time, when I look out the door, something glimmering against the porch catches my eye. I step outside in nothing but my nightgown and bravery, or maybe stupidity—I’ve yet to decide which—and bend, running my fingers over the small chain that holds a heart-shaped pendant. It’s faded with vines snaking up the surface, looking to be centuries old—not that I know anything about that sort of stuff. Mom used to. Before.

      Grabbing the necklace, I stand and turn to go inside so I can examine it closer, but just then, the front door slams, knocking me back a few steps. A scream erupts from deep in my throat, and I lurch forward, twisting the knob and giving it a shove.

      “No, no, no!” I ram my shoulder into the door with all of my strength. Leaves swirl around me like a dream, and the nearby trees groan in protest of the bossy winds.

      Heat trickles down my neck, warmer than the humid air surrounding me and noticeably different than the harsh breeze. My heart pounds in my chest, and I squeeze the necklace tightly, as if the thing placed to lure me out into the open might be my savior.

      My teeth gnaw at my lip as I turn slowly to find a figure standing before me. Too close. His eyes are black as the night and his hot breath surrounds me, choking me, calling me.

      “We’ve been waiting for you, Aspen,” he whispers, a ghostly smile overtaking his face.

      I scream loud enough to wake the entire neighborhood.
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      I bolt upright in bed, clutching my chest with both hands as sweat soaks into my hair and clothes.

      “Bad dream?” Dallas calls from his closet where he stands with his shirtless back to me. He rummages through his small selection of t-shirts before pulling a red one over his head, then turns, cocking his head to the side. “Aspen? Don’t tell me you’ve seen a ghost already. I told Father there are probably creepy crawlies among us in this wretched place.”

      My eyes are wide as I take in the room. Everything is as it was when I fell asleep last night. The lamp is still on. The window is closed.

      Throwing off my covers, I run to the front door to find it’s closed and locked as though nothing is out of the ordinary. Like nothing happened last night. I examine the frame for scratches or dents, any cracks or missing chunks. Nothing. It’s exactly as it was yesterday—barely functioning, but also the only sturdy thing in our little shack.

      My spine tingles as the feeling of hot breath seeps down my neck. My heart rate picks up and I brace myself for what’s to come. To see that ghostly face again.

      “Aspen.” Dallas’s hand squeezes my shoulder , and I jump, brushing him off with clammy fingers.

      “Don’t sneak up on me like that!” I yell, causing my father to snort and stir on the couch. Dallas pins me with a meaningful look.

      “I’m sorry. But I just had the most bizarre night. There was this banging, and—and this man. Dallas, I’ve never seen anyone like him. It was so odd. Are you sure nothing woke you up?”

      “Are you having nightmares again?” he asks, placing his thumb under my chin so I’m forced to look at him. His disheveled hair sticks up at odd angles, and his brown eyes look desperate for a full night’s rest.

      “No, of course not. Trust me, you’d know. Besides, this wasn’t like that. There was a man knocking at the door, you didn’t hear anything?”

      “Like I said before, I slept through the whole night for the first time in a while actually.”

      “Breakfast?”

      We both turn toward our mom, dressed in the only thing she’s worn since the accident—a long nightgown with ruffles on the shoulders. Never does she change into day clothes or do her makeup like before. She simply switches between the light pink one or another in light blue.

      “No, Mom, we’re not hungry,” Dallas speaks for both of us, stirring my irritation.

      “I’m starving. Mom, would you like any help?”

      She smiles at my offer, removing her apron and draping it over my neck.

      She places her hands on my cheeks, patting them with affection. “What a beautiful girl you are. You remind me so much of Rachel when she was your age.” A longing expression crosses her face, and for a moment, she’s Mom again—stressed, run-down, always busy, always with a weight on her shoulders.

      “Mom,” Dallas warns, resting a hand on her side.

      “Right. Right. We are not to speak her name.” She closes her eyes to regain her composure, the plastered smile retaking its rightful place on her lips. “Now, let’s not live in the past. Aspen, dear, scramble the eggs for me, will you?”

      “’Course, Mom.” I swallow, holding back a wave of tears.

      She has been like this for months. Sometimes we’re lucky enough to catch a glimpse of the mom we knew, the one who raised us, who read us bedtime stories despite working sixteen hours and needing sleep of her own. The mom who cooked us breakfast and drove us to school every morning without complaint.

      I watch as she busies herself at the stove, the only place I see her nowadays except lying in bed when she has a “bad day.”

      This is the first good one she’s had in almost a month.

      “Don’t talk about your nightmares in front of Mom. You might send her spiraling again,” Dallas warns, squeezing my arm.

      “I’m telling you, it was real.” I will him to listen, but he dismisses me, raising his eyebrows in denial. I close my eyes and swallow, shaking my head rapidly. “Or at least it felt real. Dallas, I have a bad feeling. It was wrong. Something’s wrong.”

      His dubious expression only irritates me further. “So apparently bad dreams are omens now?”

      “You know better than to ignore my gut feelings,” I remind him, cracking an egg and letting its contents drop into the bowl with the others Mom has already scrambled… shells and all.

      Dallas’s expression darkens, and he takes a step toward me, voice low. “That was completely different and you know it. That was real. We are talking about your dreams here, Aspen.”

      “Which doesn’t make my apprehension any less valid. I’m telling you⁠—”

      “Aspen, you said you’d help.” Mom beckons me over to the stovetop, motioning for me to finish scrambling the eggs.

      “Sorry, Mom.” I shoot Dallas an irritated look.

      “Now, if you two could get along for five seconds, I’d be overjoyed.” She clicks her tongue, twisting her hair into a high ponytail that brushes the top of her thin, bony shoulders.

      “Sorry, Mom,” we say simultaneously, then glare at one another. Mom pauses her kitchen duties to touch each of our faces, something she used to do when we were kids.

      “Don’t be sorry, loves. Now, Dallas, help with the pancakes.” She nudges his chin affectionately with her thumb, then rests her eyes on me. They slowly trail down my face and to my chest, where they linger. “Well, dear, that’s a lovely necklace. Where did you find it?”

      Nausea rolls through my stomach like a tidal wave.

      Necklace?

      I turn to face the circular, antique mirror on the wall—one of the only things we brought with us from home. My eyes rest on the short, gold chain clinging to my skin like a tattoo. I clear my throat several times, opening and closing my mouth in order to come up with some excuse as to why it’s around my neck.

      “It was only a dream,” I remind my paranoia. Then the mirror morphs, and the face of the stranger stares back at me with those same soulless eyes and unholy smile. Chills run down my spine, even as sweat drips down my face from the eighty-degree weather and our lack of air conditioning. He seems to be beckoning me, calling me to him, and all I want to do is scream at him to leave me alone. I’m about to do just that when my mom speaks.

      “What was a dream?” she inquires, that fake, petulant smile never wavering. She’s a drone. A mirror image of the woman she once was. She’s the shell of an egg after it’s been cracked and emptied of its yolk. That’s my mother—hollow. Empty. Broken.

      It sickens me.

      I can’t find the words to express what I’m feeling. What I’m seeing. How does a necklace I dreamt about end up clasped around my neck? The only logical explanation is that it wasn’t a dream at all, though I’m not sure how to convince anyone else of that without being accused of losing my mind.

      Dallas speaks before I do, soothing Mom’s poor attempt at worrying, but I don’t hear what he says. The necklace entrances me, and I find myself taking small steps toward the mirror to get a better look. The man fades in and out of view as I get closer. One moment it’s his pale, unsmiling face staring back at me, and the next it’s mine.

      My fingers brush the cool pendant resting on my chest, and I notice just how heavy it is. Heavy enough that I should have noticed it the moment I woke up this morning. Instead, I’d been too concerned with what may or may not have happened last night.

      Reaching up toward the mirror, I find that his face is gone again, leaving only my own ghostly expression. When my fingers make contact with the glass, it sparks, causing me to jump back. A thin, barely visible crack snakes diagonally across the mirror, not stopping until it stretches from corner to corner.

      “You saw that, right?” I turn breathlessly to Dallas, who watches me with morbid curiosity.

      He blinks several times, searching my expression. “I saw you staring strangely at the mirror… if that’s what you mean?”

      “No, you doofus, the crack.” I point at the center of the mirror, running my finger over the jagged line. “Look.”

      Dallas investigates the mirror, and Mom moves closer to do the same. “What a shame. It must have cracked during the move,” she whispers, brushing her fingers across it longingly. I’ve never understood why the mirror means so much to her. It’s an ugly piece of junk in my opinion.

      When she walks away, I grab Dallas’s arm before he can follow. “The mirror didn’t crack during the move. It wasn’t like that before. It cracked when I touched it.”

      He looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. “I’m fairly sure we would have seen the mirror crack when you touched it. Go help Mom, and stop acting bizarre. You know how it affects her.”

      “Aren’t you going to listen to me?” I hiss, but he’s already walking up the stairs toward the study, where he spends most of his time reading science fiction novels about things crazier than this. You’d think he, of all people, would believe me.

      Especially after everything we’ve been through.

      In the bathroom, I stare at my reflection. My fingers fiddle with the clasp of the necklace, but as soon as I unhook it, I reattach the ends. Dropping my hands, I touch the pendant briefly before deciding against removing it. There’s no reason to keep wearing it, but there’s also no real reason not to. Not really.

      I can’t explain it, but for some reason I don’t feel right taking it off.

      Giving up, I head back toward my bedroom to lie down. With nothing better to do, I stare at the ceiling and replay the events of last night over and over again until Father stirs in the living room.

      As per usual, he isn’t in the happiest of moods, especially when he realizes the last of his beer is gone. I listen as he rants and raves to no one in particular, blaming Dallas for drinking it all with his friends. Granted, that’s how my brother went about life back home, poking around in Father’s liquor cabinet for something strong enough for a good time, but what he forgets is neither of us have friends here.Eventually, he yells for me to go into town for more beer.

      The past few times he asked, I’ve managed to convince Dallas to make the trip for me. In fact, he usually offers, claiming he needs to get out of this stuffy house. Except this time, when I tell him what Father has asked of me, he shrugs his shoulders and tells me to take the road path and not the short cut through the woods.

      “You don’t want to go for me?” I ask, trying and failing to hold his attention for more than a few seconds at a time.

      Finally, he sighs and sets his pen down on the dirty, ripped up tablecloth beneath his lined paper. He used to write on his computer, but he had to leave that behind in the move. We had to leave everything but the clothes on our backs and the items closest to us that we could grab. “You can’t avoid going into town forever.”

      I shake my head, fear and anxiety settling in my chest. “Well then, come with me. Please, I don’t know where anything is.”

      Dallas turns, his full attention on me at last. The muted light from the small, round window casts a shadow over half of his face, making him look wicked. He puts both of his hands on my shoulders, giving them a slight squeeze as he releases a breath. “Once you get into town, it’s the first shop on the right with the blue roof. You can’t miss it, Aspen. You’ll be fine.”

      “But—”

      “Nothing bad will happen to you if you leave the house.” He eases from his chair before pulling me to his chest in a tight hug. “You can’t be afraid forever.”

      “I think we both know I can be,” I mumble against the fabric of his t-shirt while attempting to fight off the trembling in my hands.
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      The walk into town is long and grueling and it doesn’t help that I take my time, hoping at any moment Dallas might emerge from the house, informing me he’s changed his mind and I don’t have to go alone.

      He never does. He just watches through the window with a somber expression as I leave.

      “Just brilliant.” I curse under my breath, adjusting the bag on my shoulder that I’ve brought for groceries. We don’t currently have a car, having left it at an abandoned parking lot near the airport back home. Father says we’ll buy one eventually, but until then, we’re forced to walk wherever we want to go. Not that it really matters. This town is small enough to walk from one end to the other in under thirty minutes.

      The sun casts a gloomy light upon our small neighborhood, but most of the rays are blocked by the tall trees overhead that sway softly in the wind. Creaks sound from the old wood, and I quicken my pace after remembering the last time I heard trees moan like that.

      The chain around my neck grows heavier with each step I take, and I can feel it weighing down on my chest like a thousand bricks. I’m not entirely sure why I didn’t remove it the second Mom pointed it out to me, but for some reason, I couldn’t.

      As I’m walking down the small, brick pathway, I notice a clearing up ahead, and—thank God almighty—a blue roof.

      Relief sweeps through me, and I release a heavy sigh. That wasn’t nearly as hard as I made it out to be in my head. I continue walking until I’m in front of the small store and push on the bent screen door.

      “Good afternoon, Miss. What can I get for ya?” A short, thick man greets from behind the counter, holding a towel that I presume is used for wiping beads of sweat off of his round, shiny head. Skin pudges just below his chin, and the folds jiggle on his thick neck as he moves around the counter.

      “A four pack of Stella Artois,” I reply, giving him a smile. It’s amazing he has any alcohol to sell, given it looks as though most of it ends up in his gut.

      Back home, our distributors didn’t check IDs or question you if you looked a tad too young because everyone knew everyone. But here, no one knows me. Come to think of it, I’m not entirely sure of the legal drinking age here.

      “That’ll be nine pounds.” He holds his sausage fingers out for money, and as soon as I drop it into his damp hand, careful not to brush against him, he pockets the change. “Have a nice day now.”

      He waves, smiling at me with rotten, smoker’s teeth. A wink follows, and I find myself walking faster and faster out the door.

      “You as well,” I mutter, only breathing when I’m out in the open with dozens of cheery faces surrounding me.

      Townspeople roam around the outdoor market, and fruit carts line the road as far as I can see, filled to the brims with apples, bananas, and oranges ripe to perfection. The sight is overwhelming to my hungry stomach, which yearns for the breakfast I skipped earlier.

      It’s so… homey. Inviting. The total and complete opposite of the dark and dreary block of broken wood I now call a home. This little town is beautiful in a quaint sort of way, and I say a silent thank you to my brother for forcing me to come alone. If he were here, he’d rush me so he could get back to working on his masterpiece, which he still won’t let me have a peek at.

      There’s a small, pink charm bracelet on a nearby stand that captures my attention. Mom would have loved it. Before.

      After picking up a few pieces of fruit, I make my way to the table. There’s no line, so I walk straight up to it, browsing the array of bracelets that are neatly laid out, but I only have eyes for the one.

      “Hello dear, how can I help you?” a small, gray-haired lady asks me with a warm and welcoming smile. She wears a blue and white knitted dress that hangs off of her round shoulders, down past her small, stubby knees.

      “The pink bracelet, please.” I point behind her. My mom used to have one just like it as a kid, and if she were feeling like herself, I know she’d appreciate the gift. “The one with the gold charm.”

      The lady removes the bracelet from its hook, and gently lays it in my hand.

      “Be careful with this one. It’s very old.” She closes my fingers around it, giving them a squeeze.

      “Thank you, I will. Where did you get all of these?” I wonder, curious as to how one person simply stumbles across a collection of jewelry so divine.

      She waves her hand, dismissing my question. “Oh here, there, everywhere. A lot of it belonged to my ancestors, and it’s not doing me much good sitting in the ol’ attic now is it?”

      “No, I guess not.” I laugh softly, anticipating a price. When she simply blinks without another word, I ask, “How much is it?”

      The woman laughs, shaking her head like I’m silly. “Don’t you worry about it, hon. It’s on me. Welcome to the neighborhood.”

      She provides me with a small, white gift bag and wraps the bracelet in baby pink tissue paper.

      I thank her and prepare to leave, but there’s still no one in line behind me, and I’ve had a question burning in the back of my mind since I saw the unique jewelry display.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Of course.” She smiles kindly as a look of open curiosity morphs her features.

      A thin layer of sweat coats my palms as I reach around my neck to unclasp the necklace. I hold it out to her. “Have you ever sold anything like this?”

      The woman, Edna, I gather from her name tag, runs her fingers over the heart pendant, stroking it as though enough love and care will tell her where it’s from.

      She shakes her head slowly, still inspecting its twisting design. “I can’t say I’ve ever seen anythin’ like it. Where’d you find a gorgeous thing like this?”

      Telling her I found it in a dream and woke up with it around my neck is out of the question, so I settle for the closest thing to the truth. “I found it on my porch when we moved in. It was lodged between the wood.”

      “That sure is an odd place for a necklace that’s not the least bit tarnished. Though, you are living in that old thing, and nothing good has ever been known to come out of there.” Edna’s eyes widen when she realizes what she’s said. “Until now, of course. You and your family just might be the blessing we need to rid the town of the Draven Home of Horrors stories.”

      “That’s… comforting.” I swallow, suddenly eager to get my necklace back and abandon this town for good.

      My stomach churns. Small town or not, how could this woman possibly know who I am and where I live? I don’t leave the house very often, and I’ve never seen her before in my life.

      “If you’d like,” she offers, rolling her sleeves up to her elbows, revealing old, frail arms covered in wrinkles and freckles, as well as a small cross tattoo, “I could hold onto it for you and do a little research.”

      “That’s all right.” I reach for the necklace, afraid if I don’t, she won’t return it. “Thank you, though.”

      For scaring the shit out of me, I add silently.

      The last thing I wanted to know was that the house I’m currently living in is known as the Draven Home of Horrors. Who wants to be told their new home is a small town’s source of supernatural excitement?

      Although, that would better explain why someone was messing with me last night, even if the necklace doesn’t fit with that theory. There’s also the grave possibility that all of this is my overactive imagination trying to make sense of the new life I’m living.

      I thank Edna one last time and move on. I should go home and give Father his beer, but I can’t bring myself to leave just yet. He waited forty-seven years to become an alcoholic. He can wait a little longer to get his fix.

      “Could you maybe watch where you’re going?” a voice accuses as my shoulder slams into hers. I back away swiftly, clutching the groceries to my chest.

      “I’m so sorry.” I assess the girl before me—long dark hair, full ruby red lips, and an outfit that puts my tank top and denim cut-off shorts to shame. Her skin is pale, so white it’s almost porcelain, unlike my pasty legs and dirty blonde hair, darkened from lack of sun in the mountains of Colorado. The girl crosses her arms, looking down on me with disgust.

      “I hate newcomers,” she grumbles, turning on the balls of her feet. My jaw drops at her rudeness, and I’m forced to lean backward to avoid getting a mouthful of hair when she turns on the balls of her feet and struts away. I didn’t expect everyone to be welcoming and friendly, but wow.

      “Don’t mind her.” Another female voice surprises me, making me swivel around once more. “She’s the queen of being overdramatic. Just be glad she didn’t tell you to ‘know your place.’”

      My eyes rest on yet another pretty, yet much more approachable girl. Her complexion brighter and her welcoming blue eyes instantly put me at ease.

      “She doesn’t even know me,” I scoff, extending my hand to her.

      “You’re Aspen,” she says without hesitation, and it takes her a moment to recognize my discomfort. How is it that both she and Edna seem to know who I am already? Even the rude girl referred to me as a newcomer. “Everyone here knows you. You’re new. Probably the newest family to move here since, well, way before I was born. I’m Elaine. Elaine Graves.”

      “Nice to meet you.” My nerves subside when she shakes my hand. “Does everyone know everyone around here?”

      “Oh, yes. Small town drama is definitely a thing as well. I’m sure you’ve already been filled in by Edna over there about the legends around your house?” She brushes her auburn hair from her shoulders, rolling her aqua eyes.

      “I’ve heard more than I’d like, honestly.” I should be used to this sort of atmosphere because of where I lived before, but I’d kind of hoped to escape the small town politics and just blend in for once.

      “I’m sure. This is your fresh start, you don’t want to be held back by old myths.”

      I nod in agreement, shifting the grocery bag to my shoulder because my arms are getting tired. Elaine is still talking, but my attention shifts back to the rude girl and what looks to be her… friends? Family? It’s hard to tell from here.

      For the most part, they all have the same dark hair and sculpted features, pure white skin, paler than I’ve ever seen, and an air about them that I can’t quite describe. They feel important. Too important for a town this size.

      “Who are they?” I wonder softly, interrupting my possibly-new-friend. Not the best way to thank her for her generosity, but I can’t help it. Even as she responds, my attention never strays from the enchanting family

      “They’re the Dravens,” she mocks, her own attention now captured by their mysterious beauty. “The family your house was named after. The one who ran into you was Vira. Consider yourself lucky all you got was a stern talking to—the last guy she flipped on wound up with a broken hand.”

      “Why are they so…”

      “Perfect?” she snarks before glancing away quickly when one of them notices us staring. “If I knew their secrets, do you think I’d be living here instead of traveling the world and posing for magazine covers?”

      I refrain from telling her she could already do that if she wanted, and focus instead on each of them individually. “And they’re all related?”

      She nods, and I fear she might start drooling any minute. “There are six of them, not including the parents, and then there’s their ‘clan’ as Oliver and I like to call them—Oliver’s my best friend. Did you leave any friends behind when you moved?”

      Her attention span must be that of a fly to move so swiftly between topics. “No, not really. My brother’s always been the one who makes friends. Not me.”

      That’s not technically true. We lived in one place my entire life, and just like here, there weren’t many newcomers to befriend, which I assume is why Elaine is latching on to me. She’s in need of a fresh face. I used to have friends, but after years of drama and disappointment, I pushed them all away. I spent time with Dallas and his friends instead, whenever they’d come over. Luckily, I have a great brother who didn’t mind me tagging along, but he didn’t bring them around all that often, which left me to my bedroom with nothing but music and my thoughts.

      “Well then, you’ll fit in just fine with me and Oliver.” I smile, but she must not take it as sincere, because she backs off a little. “I apologize if I’m being too pushy. It’s just, we don’t have much variety around here and the most exciting thing that happens is, well, seeing the Dravens outside of their manor.”

      I shake my head, stopping her. “Don’t worry, I’m in need of some friends. Maybe even a little excitement.”

      “Good.” She smirks mischievously. “It gets boring around here, so we have to make our own fun.”

      I nod absently as my eyes drift back to the family. “Tell me more about the Dravens.”

      Her brows lift, and her gaze follows mine. “You sure are curious.”

      “Oh. No, I just—” I stumble on my words. Honestly, I’m just trying to figure out why my house has such a bad reputation, other than its terrible condition.

      “Hey, it’s okay. I would be too if I’d never seen anyone who looked like that before.” Elaine then proceeds to discreetly point to each of them, naming them one by one. “Well, you’ve already been acquainted with Vira. The tall one next to her is Elliot.” She nods toward the boy closest to us, his arms more muscular than I’ve ever seen on someone our age. “He’s the oldest. The one next to him with the pin-straight black hair is Vanesa—she looks sweet, but I hear she’s a viper just like Vira.”

      I take them in one by one. They’re all similar looking, but very distinctive in the way they carry themselves—some with confidence and others with arrogance.

      “Then there’s Danielle with the short hair and black skirt.” Unlike Vanesa and Vira, who are curvy and lanky, Danielle is slim and petite with a look of pure innocence. Her pale lips aren’t as bold as her sisters’ red and black ones, and her hair is more childish, pulled up in a half ponytail that shows off her round face and big, golden eyes. “She’s the youngest, as well as Lucas, who is prodding at her for attention.”

      “Lucas looks different than the others,” I say, noticing his blonde hair, which clashes with the other siblings’ dark shades.

      “He does. I think he might be adopted, but I’m not sure,” she says thoughtfully, looking him up and down. “Anyway, the last one off to the right is Miles.”

      He’s standing slightly apart from the group, not partaking in their laughter and teasing, just watching them with disinterest, as if there’s nothing worth being a part of. “The lot of them are kind of cultish if you ask me, and the rest of the locals won’t admit it, but they think so, too. Everyone stays away from the Dravens, and just as well, they keep to themselves. Their ancestors helped found our town, so they’re kind of a big deal around here.”

      “Which of them lived in the house before my family?” I ask the question that’s been at the forefront of my mind.

      Elaine picks up an orange, tossing it between her hands mindlessly. “None of them that I know of. Actually, that house has been empty all my life except for a few stupid kids breaking in for the thrill of it. The townsfolk love a good legend, especially one they can experience.”

      “So, what’s the legend?”

      “You ask a lot of questions, don’t you? Look, it’s nothing you should be worried about. As far as anyone knows, nothing bad has ever actually happened in your house. They’re just stories. So don’t put too much thought into the things that go bump in the night.”

      “Honey, either put it back or buy it,” the woman behind the cart barks, and Elaine abruptly places the orange back where she got it from.

      “Sorry, Roseanne.”

      The woman grumbles something unintelligible under her breath as we walk away giggling. “Rosie over there is not much of a people person, if you hadn’t noticed.”

      “I gathered as much,” I remark, astounded by the wide variety of personalities this little town holds. They go from mellow to extreme awfully fast, and a little too quickly for me to keep up with. “Look, I should probably get home, but it was nice meeting you.”

      “I can walk with you,” Elaine offers, nodding toward the brick road that leads to the end of my street. “I live a little way up the road from you.”

      It’s only a ten-minute walk, but the secluded, overgrown area does nothing for my paranoid imagination, and I was in no way looking forward to walking home alone. The groaning trees and whistling winds are so loud you would never know if someone was truly following you or if it was just nature cooing. “That would be great, thanks.”

      She nods, and when we start the trek home, I turn one last time to soak in the mystery that is the Draven family. What’s stranger is that one of them is looking back at me. Our eyes meet, and I pause, allowing Elaine to move a few paces ahead of me.

      His gaze feels hot like the burning sun, and only my intrigue keeps me from ducking and running in the opposite direction. Miles Draven holds me in a trance for so long it feels like hours before Elaine’s voice drags me out of my lucid state.

      “I thought you said you didn’t know any of the Dravens?” she asks, sounding far away.

      “I don’t.” My voice comes out dreamily, like I’ve been hypnotized, and a fog of confusion swims around in my head. Miles’s dark hair blows as the wind picks up suddenly, leaves and dirt sweeping and swirling around us like a hurricane. In an instant, I blink and Miles is gone, along with the rest of his strange family.

      “Aspen.” Elaine tugs lightly on my arm, pulling me toward her.

      “Sorry,” I say, glancing back to where the Dravens were moments ago as Elaine drags me away from town. Dark clouds cover every inch of the sky, and I blink in confusion, unsure when the sun went in. She watches me warily, and I suck on my bottom lip, turning away from her questioning stare. “Was it really that strange?”

      She shrugs. “No, not really. It’s just, the Dravens don’t normally associate with anyone other than each other and their close friends. They all live in the same section of town and don’t bother extending their attention to anyone else.”

      “Then why was he looking at me?” I ask as images of last night and the necklace dance across my vision. They’re not related. It wasn’t even his face that I saw.

      Though, it was someone who looks a lot like him. Could the person at my door have been a Draven? No, that’s not possible if we saw the entire family, excluding the parents. The man last night was much too young to father children this old.

      “I don’t know,” she says thoughtfully, for once not having all of the answers. “I mean, you are new. He’s probably just baffled to see a fresh face around town. Maybe he didn’t know you were coming?”

      “Didn’t everyone know? I mean, from what you said before, it sounded like it.” And I have a feeling the Dravens have a way of finding out things, despite keeping themselves secluded from the rest of town.

      “It’s definitely strange,” she says, more to herself than to me.

      Our footsteps echo off the brick pavers, and as we walk, a thin layer of fog forms around our ankles.

      “I didn’t realize the weather here was so crazy,” I say, attempting to change the subject to something other than that odd family. I don’t want her to go and tell the town I’m obsessed with them.

      “It normally isn’t,” she says, again, more as an inner thought. “Do you have any plans tomorrow?”

      I shake my head. “This is the first time I’ve left the house since we moved in.”

      “Perfect. Let’s meet up. I can show you around a little and introduce you to Oliver. He’s been cooped up in his room all summer with homework—online classes—so I’m sure he’d love to get out of the house, too.” She stops in front of a modest house with brown paint chipping off the exterior. “This is me.”

      I practically leap at her offer, thrilled to be meeting yet another person, making these two more friends than I had back home. “Yeah, that sounds great.”

      “Okay, then. I’ll see you tomorrow, Aspen.” Elaine gives me a tiny wave, backing up her front steps. “Oh, and welcome to Ichorye.”

      With that, she leaves me to walk the next three minutes alone. It’s nowhere near sunset, but it’s like an eternal pit of darkness in this part of town compared to the open area I’ve just come from. The closer I get to my destination, the thicker the trees are and the harder the wind blows. It grows darker and darker until only small strokes of sunlight break through the shelter of the trees.

      I walk as swiftly as I can home, not once stopping to investigate the twigs snapping behind me or the shadows I glimpse in my peripheral vision. I have an eerie feeling that I’m being followed, so I pick up my pace and break into a run. By the time I reach my house, my legs feel like rubber, and I’m panting and out of breath.

      I thrust open the front door, then swiftly close and lock it behind me.

      “How the hell did it take you so long to get me a pack of beer?” Father barks from the couch the second I’m inside. There’s a cold compress pressed to his forehead to help keep him calm. Mom sits on the rocking chair, smile wavering enough for me to know he’s been having a meltdown for a while.

      “Sorry,” I say shortly. “But I met a girl in town, and I didn’t want to run off right away and have her think I’m rude.”

      “You could have called,” Mom says sweetly.

      I breathe slowly to avoid snapping at her. “My phone is broken, remember? You guys promised you’d take me to get it repaired when we got here. I don’t like wandering around alone without one.”

      Father grabs the beer from my hands, cracking open the first of many. “You know how I get when I don’t have a drink in my hand.”

      “Coherent?” I grumble, dropping down next to him on the couch. He knows the drill and passes me a bottle. This is the best time to talk to my father, when he’s not yet drunk, but also not not craving alcohol anymore. He’s in the perfect state of bliss. “I’ve been wondering, who owned this place before us?”

      Father blinks, momentarily baffled. “I suppose no one. It has been vacant for at least a hundred years.”
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