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PROLOGUE { LATE JUNE }


Jasmine clung to the edges of the hall. They were less likely to creak, and in this old house she needed all the help she could get. The weight of her flashlight was nice and comforting, but she kept the light off so no one would see her, even though the shadows here were so dark someone could be sitting in the middle of one and she wouldn’t notice them unless they tripped her.

She crept into the living room, quietly searching behind the television stand and under the couch. She even felt around the cushions. No one was there.

Her brother, Jake, always forced her to be It first, just because she was the youngest. It wasn’t fair, but if she complained, the others might not let her play anymore. And she loved playing hide-and-seek. She and Jake had been playing every night this summer with their cousin and the neighbor next door. She’d gotten pretty good at it; even though she wasn’t as fast as the others, she was definitely sneakier. So far she’d managed to tag everyone except their neighbor Stephanie.

But that was about to change.

Jasmine stood in the middle of the room and listened.

Creak. Creak. Creaaak.

She smiled and snuck toward the source of the noise: their front door, hanging slightly ajar. The wood had warped from the humidity of the summer, so it wouldn’t shut all the way now unless you slammed it. Which meant someone—Stephanie—had snuck outside.

It wasn’t technically cheating. They were allowed to hide in the yard, but yesterday Jasmine had noticed Stephanie crouching where the edge of the yard met the forest out back, in that space they kept arguing was out-of-bounds.

Jasmine pushed the door open wider and slipped outside into the cool night air.

She stood alone on the porch of her family’s old colonial house, which sat right at the edge of the Watchful Woods. Night bled across the sky like ink, transforming the forest into tangled tree limbs and disturbing shadows.

Jasmine shivered. Normally she could hear peepers, bugs, and bats, but everything had gone still tonight, like the rest of the world was waiting for her to make the first move.

She stepped off the porch and walked silently toward the woods in search of Stephanie, her eyes darting left and right, tracing the shapes of trees, the rusted remains of the fort her mom had built for her and Jake when they were little, the long curving driveway…

There. Something moved at the edge of the forest, a darker shadow. It paused beneath the tree line, then slunk deeper into the woods.

Jasmine looked at those trees all clustered together, the space beneath them super creepy, then glanced back at her nice, safe house. She could head inside and tag Jake or Teresa. She didn’t have to go out there.

But then Stephanie would win. Again. And it wasn’t fair. It was definitely her turn to be It for once.

Jasmine crept into the woods. A few feet in and she could barely see, the dying light from the sky blotted out by tangled branches overhead. She hunched her shoulders and kept going, leaves crunching underfoot no matter how carefully she tried to walk.

Long minutes passed with no sign of Stephanie. Jasmine glanced over her shoulder. She couldn’t see the house anymore. She hesitated, then noticed something gleaming white just ahead, a spot of brightness in all the gloom. Jasmine eased her way closer, squinting, until she made out Stephanie’s long blond hair. Got you, she thought triumphantly.

Stephanie didn’t move, even though she had to have heard Jasmine coming.

Jasmine paused a few feet away, unease prickling up and down her back. She clicked the flashlight on like a spotlight, illuminating Stephanie bent forward, her face in her hands, her shoulders shaking like she was crying. “Stephanie? Are you—”

Stephanie spun, one pale, grasping hand catching Jasmine by the wrist, another latching around her upper arm, yanking her close so fast Jasmine didn’t have time to resist. Her fingers were still clenched around the flashlight, its beam bathing Stephanie’s face, and the numbness of horror spilled through her.

Jasmine barely felt Stephanie’s too-tight grip, or the wet from the grass seeping through her shoes, or anything. She couldn’t feel anything.

Stephanie’s mouth moved, open and shut, open and shut, almost like she was gnawing on an invisible bone. And her eyes… oh, her eyes…

Where her eyes should have been, there was nothing. Nothing but two deep pits full of night.

Jasmine made a low animal sound deep in her throat. She wanted to scream, but her voice had shriveled away to nothing.

Stephanie leaned in closer, and now Jasmine could see how filthy her face was, streaked with mud and crisscrossed with angry red welts, like she’d been running headlong through the branches. “Eyes,” Stephanie rasped, right beside Jasmine’s ear. “He said I have lovely eyes. Lovely, lovely eyes.” She released Jasmine as abruptly as she’d caught her.

Jasmine scrambled away, slipping in the damp grass. She knew she should stay, should somehow help Stephanie, but fear pulled Jasmine, sprinting, back to the safety of the house.

The front door stood wide open, but Jasmine barely noticed as she raced through it, running down the hall and into the dining room. And then stopped.

Her brother cowered under the table, his knees drawn to his chest. He had his cell phone out, the light of the screen turning his face a pallid, sinister blue, his eyes dark pockets of shadow.

“Jake?”

He looked up, and Jasmine’s flashlight reflected off the whites of his eyes. She wanted to sob in relief. For a second, she’d been picturing Jake with empty eye sockets just like Stephanie, and she’d been so afraid.

“Shh,” Jake hissed. “There’s something in the house.”

“What?” Fear came back, sharp and throbbing.

“We thought it was you, but it…” His voice choked off in a sob. “It went after Teresa.”

“What did?” Jasmine demanded.

“I don’t know. It… it had no eyes, Jas. It had so many teeth, but no eyes.”

No eyes… like Stephanie.

This was a nightmare. This wasn’t real. Jasmine couldn’t believe any of this was happening. But then she heard screams. Teresa’s screams. They seemed to echo all through the house, high and shrill and terrified before stopping suddenly. As if someone had just turned the sound off.

Jasmine clicked off her flashlight, listening hard. Her heart beat too loud in her ears, her breath rasping, but beneath that she thought she heard the creaking of footsteps. Behind her? Above her? It was too hard to tell in this old shifting house. She should go get help, but she didn’t want to go outside, in the dark, alone. She didn’t want to pass Stephanie. She was afraid to go, and terrified to stay.

“I’m trying to call Mom, but it’s not going through.” Jake’s whisper was too loud. Jasmine felt like he was shouting. And his phone screen was so bright. For some reason, this was the only room in the house that got cell reception, but it wasn’t always reliable even in here.

The footsteps grew louder.

Jasmine whimpered. “Close the screen, Jake.”

“I need to reach Mom.”

“We need to hide.” She could hear something at the other end of the hall, moving toward them. Closer.

Jake’s phone made a noise, and it sounded like someone picked up, the voice muted and garbled.

“Jake,” she sobbed. “We need to go.”

He put the phone to his ear. “Voicemail.”

“Jake!”

He looked up. “You go, Jas. Go hide. And don’t come out, no matter what you hear.”

Jasmine shook her head.

“Go!” He punched at the phone again, and she knew he wouldn’t leave this room. So she went.

She couldn’t stop crying, silent little gasps, but somehow she made it to the kitchen. She opened the cabinet doors below the sink, folded herself against the cold pipe, and pulled the doors shut.

Outside, all was silent.

And then the screams began again. Jake’s screams this time. Jasmine pressed her face into her knees and wept, and tried not to listen as they went on and on and then, abruptly, stopped.

In the sudden silence, Jasmine could hear footsteps creaking across the old wooden floor, stopping only a few feet in front of her hiding place. She tried to keep her breathing shallow, quiet, the scent of mold and bleach and that awful fake orange cleaner filling her nostrils. Her knees were crammed practically to her face, the cold pipe of the sink pressing into her back. Would it think to look under here? Jasmine was small for her age, and flexible. Most other ten-year-olds wouldn’t be able to fit.

“I know you’re in here,” the thing said.

Blood roared in Jasmine’s ears, and she bit down on her fist to keep from gasping. She squeezed her eyes shut and waited, counting slowly until the noise in her ears faded. Nothing happened.

She opened her eyes, blinking in the dim light filtering through the cabinet doors. It must have been bluffing.

Creak. Footsteps somewhere else in the house. The sound of a door opening and closing.

Jasmine relaxed, her foot bumping a bottle.

The cabinet doors flew open.

Jasmine couldn’t scream, her throat one tight knot.

“Hello, little girl.” The monster smiled, the skin of its face stretching around all those teeth like a badly made mask. “What lovely eyes you have.” And as it reached for her, Jasmine found she could scream after all.






1. RAE { THREE MONTHS LATER }


Rae Carter had never run away from anything in her twelve years, no matter what. She believed in always finding out the truth and facing it head-on, even when it cost her all her friends. But now, as her mom’s minivan rumbled into their new town, she realized that running away was exactly what she was doing. And it felt… okay, actually.

Although she wasn’t so sure about the place they were running to.

“ ‘Welcome to Whispering Pines,’ ” Rae read off the large sign posted at the edge of town. “ ‘Mind the goats.’ ” She frowned. “Really? Goats?”

“Goats must be important around here,” her older sister, Ava, said in that irritatingly superior tone she’d been using lately, like it was all so obvious.

“Don’t try to pretend that’s not weird,” Rae said. “Most other town signs just tell you the population.”

Ava shrugged. “I happen to like it. You like it, right, Mom?”

“It’s definitely different,” their mom said, slowing down to match the speed limit as they cruised down the main street. Twenty-seven and a half miles per hour. Rae had never seen a decimal point in a speed limit sign before, but this time she kept that to herself. Ava would probably claim she liked that, too.

Rae scowled at the back of her sister’s head. Ava was five years older than her, which hadn’t mattered all that much before. But this past year, Rae had felt each and every one of those years piling up between them.

Don’t be such a child, Rae…

Rae shook off the memory of the worst day of her life, the day she’d really needed her sister’s help and instead got a condescending lecture. If Rae was finally running away from something, it might as well be everything. She could leave her old self behind, and be someone new here. Someone who wasn’t overly focused on strange things. The kind of girl who made friends easily—and kept them—and was able to let the little things go.

But then she thought of her dad and knew she couldn’t actually abandon everything.

They left the small downtown area behind and turned onto a tree-lined street. All of the streets here were tree-lined. They’d had plenty of trees back home in Sunnyside, California, too, but not like this. It was as if the houses and businesses of this town were battling the forest for space.

A few more turns, even more trees, and up ahead Rae spotted a moving van parked on the street in front of a rectangular white house. Her mom pulled up behind the van and cut the engine, the car filling with quiet as the three of them just sat there, staring out at their new home.

It was definitely larger than their old place but looked older, the paint a bit weathered, the bushes lining the walk slightly overgrown. Otherwise, it seemed normal enough. No goats anywhere. Rae was a little disappointed.

She glanced at her mom in the rearview mirror. Her mom wore one of those looks that meant her mind was a million miles away, her eyes wide and unfocused. It was a look she’d worn way too often this past year, ever since Rae’s dad had vanished.

Been taken, Rae corrected herself. That was one truth she couldn’t forget, not for a second. “Mom?” she asked.

No response.

“Should we go in?” Ava asked, a little louder.

Their mom gave herself a little shake and smiled. “I suppose we’d better,” she said. Of course she responded to Ava. She always did.

Rae crossed her arms, remaining in the back seat as her mom and sister got out and headed toward the house. Neither of them looked back, though, and after a minute Rae got tired of being sulky and climbed out of the car too. She took a deep breath.

The air smelled different here, like pine needles and dirt. The trees nearby had just started to change color, clumps of red and orange bursting out from behind all that green. Rae had heard that nothing beat autumn in Connecticut. So far it seemed like it was off to a slow start.

“You coming in?” Ava called, poking her head out the front door.

“Yes, yes,” Rae grumbled. But she hesitated at the bottom of the driveway. Once she went inside, that would be it. The end of the old Rae, the start of the new. She wasn’t sure if she was ready.

She looked at the moving van looming in front of her, packed full of everything from her family’s old life, and realized she didn’t really have a choice.

Movement behind the van caught her eye. Someone was walking through the yard of the house across the street. Rae glanced at the open front door behind her, then took a step away from it. She wasn’t stalling. She was investigating.

She stepped past the van so she could see the house across the street better. It sat up on a hill, its own driveway long and unpaved, and at the bottom a large square sign read, GOT A GHOST PROBLEM? NAME YOUR PRICE! in bold orange letters. Below that, written in black, it said PARANORMAL PRICE: SPECIALIZING IN EXORCISMS, TAROT READINGS, AND HOUSE CLEANSINGS, followed by a phone number.

Rae scratched her head. Maybe it was a joke?

She looked past the sign, through a thin layer of trees and up the driveway, where a boy with messy dark hair moved slowly backward through the yard. He was tall and skinny and wearing all black—probably a requirement if his family actually specialized in ghost hunting—and he was tossing handfuls of something into the grass as he walked.

“Hello?” Rae called loudly. If they were going to be neighbors, she might as well be friendly.

The boy looked up at her.

She waved.

He turned away, tossing more of whatever it was into the grass behind him and ignoring her completely.

Rae slowly lowered her hand to her side, her heart sinking. Maybe things wouldn’t be any different here for her after all.

“Don’t mind him,” a voice said behind her.

Rae whirled, coming face-to-face with a girl about her age wearing jeans and a gray T-shirt with the words “Seeking Samantha” printed on it.

“Caden Price doesn’t really like people.”  The girl tossed her long dark hair back over her shoulder. “I mean, we live on the same street, and I think he’s spoken to me once.”

“What’s he doing?” Rae asked.

“Drawing a line with salt.”

“Salt? Why?”

“I have no idea, and frankly, I’m scared to ask. But he does it a lot. Especially lately.”

“Great,” Rae muttered. She was living across from a ghost-hunting weirdo with a condiment problem.

“I’m Brandi, by the way,” the girl said. “You must be Rae, right?”

Rae’s eyes widened. How could this girl possibly know that?

“I promise I’m not some creepy stalker,” Brandi said quickly. “We just don’t get many new people here, so as soon as the moving van showed up, I had to investigate.”

“Spoken like a true stalker,” Rae said, the words slipping out. She immediately regretted them. They belonged to the old Rae, the one who had ended up friendless and alone. “I mean…”

Brandi laughed. “No, that’s fair. My mom tells me I’m too nosy for my own good. Claims it’ll get me in trouble someday.” She shrugged. “Anyhow, you’ll be in my school, good ole Dana S. Middle School. Seventh grade, right?”

Rae nodded.

“I’m a grade above you, but I like helping new students get settled in, and since you’re, like, only the second one we’ve had in a year, I can totally show you around if you want.”

“Show me around? You mean, here? Or at school?”

“Both.” Brandi grinned. She had chapped lips and a small gap between her front teeth, but somehow they made her smile look better.

Rae wanted to grin back, but embarrassingly, she could feel tears building in the back of her eyes. It had been a long time since anyone had been so nice to her. Not since her ex–best friend had cut all ties at the beginning of sixth grade. “I’d like that,” she said, turning a little away and blinking rapidly.

“Cool beans.” Brandi studied the moving van. “You probably want to get started unpacking, huh?”

“Not really,” Rae admitted. She wasn’t looking forward to going through all those boxes.

“Oh good! Want to get ice cream with me instead? I’m supposed to be cleaning, but if I’m showing the new girl around, my mom can’t really get mad at me.”

“Oh, so you’re using me?”

“Just a little.” Brandi flashed another gap-toothed smile. “Want to come anyhow?”

This time Rae managed to smile back. “I’d love to. Let me just check with my mom.”

“I’ll wait.”

Rae turned and hurried up the driveway, her earlier hesitation gone.

It was time to reinvent herself here in this strange little town. Out with the old Rae, and in with the new.






2. CADEN


Caden Price walked carefully backward, tossing handfuls of salt in a line around his house and muttering the protection spells he’d memorized years ago. He usually liked doing this chore—it made him feel safer—but his thoughts kept slipping away from words of power, sliding instead toward the new girl across the street.

She’d seemed nice. He should have waved back.

Caden gritted his teeth and kept going. His mom had worked with him on shielding spells when he was in first grade, and since then he’d become pretty good at them. The key was a focused mind. He couldn’t keep out negative energies if he was planning what to eat for lunch, or worrying about homework, or running through what-if scenarios. Like… what if he’d been more friendly and gone over there, like Brandi?

Stop it, Caden told himself firmly. It wouldn’t have mattered how friendly he was anyhow. As soon as the new girl got to school and heard all the rumors, she would want nothing to do with him. Better not to even try.

He took the remaining three steps back until the end of the salt line met the beginning. It reminded him of the ouroboros: the ancient symbol of a giant serpent eating its tail. His mom had told him that it represented the endless cycle of life, death, and rebirth. He used to believe that cycle encompassed everything. Now he knew better.

He closed up the large leather sack with the remaining salt just as an unfamiliar car pulled up his driveway. Caden paused near the front door and watched as a middle-aged couple got out. The man walked to the back of the car and opened the trunk, moving slowly and stiffly, his dark suit hanging on him as if he’d recently lost a lot of weight. The woman waited by the front of the car in a dark green dress that fit her perfectly, her graying hair carefully styled, but Caden was close enough to see the mascara smeared beneath her red-rimmed eyes. And he could feel the grief surrounding her in swirls of a bruiselike bluish purple.

They must be new clients, which was good. Business had slowed down for the Prices this year. Caden wasn’t sure if it was because of the rumors around him—nothing like having the police come by your house multiple times to make people suspicious of you and your family—or if it was because his mom had stopped trying to get more work, but she’d gone from very busy to maybe one or two visits a week in the past nine months.

The man pulled a cardboard box out of the trunk and shut the door, then strode toward Caden. “Hello,” he said, his voice deep and scratchy. “We’re the McCurleys. We had an appointment?”

“My mom is—” Caden began, just as the front door opened and his mother stepped out, her silver-and-blue striped skirt swirling around her bare feet, her black hair tumbling long and loose down her back. She must be really trying to make an impression; she was even wearing a pair of large dangling pentagram earrings that Caden knew gave her a headache.

“Laura,” she said, clasping the woman’s hands. “And Rob. Please, come inside.” She didn’t even look at Caden, just left him there on the doorstep.

Caden ran a hand over the pendant he always wore around his neck. His mom had given it to him for protection on the day he’d realized he was different from other kids, back in first grade. It had been one of the worst days of his life, but the pendant reminded him that even if no one else wanted to be around him, he’d at least always have his family. Only now his brother was gone, his father was working increasingly long hours, and his mom…

His mom wanted nothing to do with him. Caden couldn’t blame her.

He glanced across the street. The new girl had already gone. He took a deep breath, then headed inside.

“… has it been since your son disappeared?” Caden’s mom was asking the couple as Caden entered the kitchen.

“Nine months to the day tomorrow.”

Caden stumbled, catching himself on the coatrack. Nine months tomorrow? It had to be a coincidence. When he glanced at his mom, her face gave nothing away, but he noticed a flicker of deep, dark brownish red hovering around her, like an old bloodstain. It felt like guilt, or something deeper. Shame.

She met his eyes, and the color vanished so completely Caden could have been imagining it. “Don’t you have homework to do?” she asked him.

“Just making some tea first.” There was no way he was leaving now, not after that. He walked around her and started up the kettle.

“Thirteen?” Laura asked Caden.

He nodded.

“Our boy, Peter, is the same age.” She smiled, her lip quivering. “You probably didn’t know him. We homeschooled.”

“Oh,” Caden said. Then after a beat he added, “I’m sorry he’s missing.”

Laura sniffed. “The police have stopped looking. They think he just ran away.”

“But you know he didn’t,” Caden’s mom said carefully. A statement, not a question. She’d taught Caden about the importance of that kind of phrasing, back when she’d been training him and his older brother to help with the family business.

People come to us when no one else in their life believes them, she had said. Therefore you never want them to think you doubt their story.

“It was the first snowfall,” Laura explained. “Peter wanted to test out his cold weather camping gear. He wasn’t going far, just to the woods in back of our house.”

“He loved the outdoors,” Rob added. His wife shot him a look, and he amended hastily, “Loves the outdoors.”

“He’s not dead. He’s not.” Laura’s voice caught. Caden’s mom handed her a box of tissues. She took one, dabbing gently at her eyes and nose. “You—your family, you’re our last hope. If you can somehow find him.” She held out her hands to Caden’s mom. “Please.”

“I promise to try. Do you have anything of his? Something he valued?”

Rob opened the cardboard box he’d carried inside and pulled out a battered navy blue baseball cap with a picture of a large white dog balancing a basketball on one paw on the front.

“The Malamutes are his favorite team,” Laura said, her voice a little stronger. “He never went anywhere without that hat. He wouldn’t have left without it.”

“The police found it out in the woods,” Rob added, with another sidelong glance at his wife.

She pressed her lips together and didn’t say anything.

“I’ll need some time,” Caden’s mom told the couple. “Give me a week, and I’ll see what I can discover.”

“Thank you.” Laura clasped her hands together. “And if you need anything else, anything at all…”

“Laura,” her husband warned. “Remember what they said about making promises that—”

“I don’t care! I know our Peter is hardly the first child to go missing in this town, but… I just want him back,” she sobbed.

“I understand,” Caden’s mom said quietly. “I would do anything to get my son back too.”

Caden felt the full weight of her gaze on him and wondered if she knew the truth: that he was the reason his brother, Aiden, wasn’t here.

Silence filled the small kitchen until the shriek of the kettle shattered it. Caden turned off the stove. “Tea, anyone?” he asked.






3. RAE


Rae waited in the front office of Dana S. Middle School, reading the bulletin board and trying to pretend she wasn’t nervous. She’d never been the new student before. And everything in Whispering Pines seemed so… alien. Including this place. Fifth graders were in middle school here, and the hallways were all enclosed like some sort of prison instead of being open to the sunlight like her school back in California. And then there were the school rules.

A small sign in the corner of the bulletin board read: PLAY IT SAFE, AND “LEAF” THE WOODS ALONE. Next to it the rules were written in black Sharpie:

Curfew begins at sunset. No students out after dark. Parents or recognized guardians MUST pick up students from school following any after-school activities.

Garlic is to be eaten, not worn.

Absolutely no chalk allowed.

The second field is closed due to a sudden sinkhole appearance. All outdoor activities will now be scheduled on the first field only.

No wearing red. This includes shirts, pants, hats, and lipstick.

No cell phone use within school grounds.

Rae frowned at them. They seemed a little random, with the exception of the cell phone rule.

Below the rules was an announcement about an upcoming assembly with something called “Green On!” followed by the caption, “Join the Green family, best deals in clean energy!”

“Rae Carter?”

Rae turned. A tall woman with short, ferociously styled blond hair and a perfectly pressed navy blue pantsuit came out from behind the office in back. She carried a clipboard in one hand, and everything about her screamed careful control, from the thin line of her mouth to the rigid way she stood.

“I’m Ms. Lockett, the vice principal here at Dana S. Middle School. Welcome to Whispering Pines.”

“Thank you,” Rae said. Even though that “welcome” had been said with about as much warmth as a New England blizzard.

“We don’t generally get new students… and especially not a month into the school year. It makes things messy. However, I understand our principal made an exception for you.” Her lips twisted, like she’d bitten into something sour.

Rae wasn’t sure if she should apologize. But then, it was hardly her fault.

“Seventh grade is a tough year,” Ms. Lockett continued. “Particularly at our school. We expect a lot from our students. You’ll need to work hard to catch up.”

“That’s fine. I’m not afraid of working hard.”

Ms. Lockett studied her. Rae hated when people looked at her like that, like they were digging into her brain and running their fingers through all her thoughts. “I’m sure you’re eager to prove yourself somewhere new,” Ms. Lockett said finally. “Especially considering what happened with your father.” She shook her head. “Sad business.”

Rae’s heartbeat pounded in her head, and she dug her nails into her palms. No one here was supposed to know about her father.

After he’d disappeared at the start of sixth grade, she’d told her best friend, Taylor, the truth about what happened to him. Taylor hadn’t believed her. Even worse, she’d told everyone Rae’s secret, turning it into a joke. Rae could still hear Taylor and the other kids in her school laughing while she cried in the bathroom, could still see the horrible pictures they’d drawn and stuffed in her locker and remember the names they’d called her. Rae had spent the rest of sixth grade alone.

But this was a new school, and she was a new Rae. One who had learned to keep her secrets to herself. “I don’t know what you heard,” she said, her voice barely shaking. “But it wasn’t a big deal.”

Ms. Lockett’s eyebrows lifted.

Rae made herself shrug. “Lots of people’s dads run off. It sucks, but it happens.” It hurt to say the lie, but she kept her face blank, her tone casual. She’d practiced this before they moved. She’d practiced lots of things.

She planned to blend in here. She wasn’t going to be the school outcast again.

Ms. Lockett sniffed. “Well.” She glanced down at her clipboard like she was looking for a script to tell her how to respond.

Someone coughed.

Rae looked up.

A girl as tall and slim as a javelin leaned against Ms. Lockett’s open office doorway, her shiny blond hair pulled up in a high ponytail, her arms crossed. She was staring hard at Rae, her eyes like two ice chips.

Rae shivered.

“This is my daughter,” Ms. Lockett said. “Alyssa, meet Rae Carter.”

“Hey.” Alyssa bared her teeth in the world’s most unfriendly smile.

“Alyssa will be showing you around today,” Ms. Lockett continued.

“Oh, that’s okay,” Rae said quickly. “My next-door neighbor said she’d do it.”

Ms. Lockett frowned down at her clipboard. “And who might that be?”

“Brandi Jensen?” Rae said. “She’s an eighth grader here.”

“Brandi… isn’t here right now.” Ms. Lockett tapped her clipboard, her lips pursed.

Not here right now? Rae tried not to be too disappointed. She’d really liked hanging out with Brandi this weekend, and knowing she’d have a friend to ease her in on her first day had made the prospect of school much less terrifying. Now she was on her own.

“Do you have any other questions?” Ms. Lockett asked.

Rae shook her head.

“Good. Because I’m very busy. And I doubt you’ll stick around here for long.”

“What? Why?” Rae asked.

“Most outsiders move back out within a few months. If they get the chance, that is.”

Rae blinked. Now that didn’t sound ominous or anything.

First bell rang outside, loud and obnoxious.

“And you’re about to be late,” Ms. Lockett added.

“Let’s go.” Alyssa opened the office door and waved Rae through it. Other students had begun slowly trickling into the school, their noise echoing off the painted brick walls. Rae glanced at the mural next to her. A giant diving eagle, drawn cartoonishly. “Eighth-grade art,” Alyssa explained. “They get to paint all the walls.”

“Oh.” Rae looked at the next mural. This one depicted a vampire complete with dripping fangs. It reminded Rae of the weird rule about garlic. “So… what’s up with those school rules?” she asked.

“What about them?”

“Like, not wearing garlic?” Rae said.

“Oh, you know. It doesn’t smell very good.”

Rae couldn’t tell if Alyssa was mocking her, but she forged on. “I mean, did you have a lot of people wearing garlic, then? Enough that you needed a rule against it?”

“Yeah, it was a problem for a while. Last year, Terence showed up at school with bite marks on his neck, and then Sophie the day after, and people went a little bonkers. Especially after someone found Emmett totally drained of blood and stuffed in a locker.”

Rae stopped walking. “What?”

Alyssa didn’t stop. “You don’t want to be late on your first day,” she called over her shoulder.

Rae hurried to catch up. “Who is Emmett?”

“Emmett was a rabbit. The fifth-grade science classroom pet.” Alyssa shrugged. “They haven’t replaced him. Pets don’t seem to do well here… kind of like new kids.”

Rae frowned. It almost sounded like Alyssa was threatening her. Fantastic. Her first day of school and she’d already somehow made an enemy. “I don’t plan on getting my blood drained,” she said.

“I’m sure Emmett didn’t plan on it either.”

Rae had to admit, that was probably a good point.

“Alyssa! Hey, wait up!” a girl hollered after them.

Alyssa and Rae turned as a short, slender girl with long black hair and a truly enormous backpack sprinted over to them. “Whew, you were booking it!” the girl said. “I could barely catch you!”

“Only because you insist on carrying that thing.” Alyssa poked at the giant backpack. “Why, I’ll never know.”

“And I’ll never tell.” The girl flashed her a smile, then turned it on Rae. It was such a wide, easy expression that Rae found herself smiling back too. “I’m Vivienne. You must be the new girl. The mysterious Rae.”

“That’s me,” Rae said. “Super mysterious.”

“Marvelous. I love a little mystery. Makes things exciting.”  Vivienne looped her arms through Rae’s and Alyssa’s, like the three of them had been besties forever, and started marching them down the hall. “I hear Ms. Lockett stuck you in our homeroom. You are in for a treat!”

“Really?” Rae said, letting Vivienne pull her along.

“No, not really. We have Mrs. Murphy, and she. Is. The. Worst.”

“She’s not the worst,” Alyssa said.

“Whatevs, lady. You just like her because her son is hot.”

Alyssa tugged her arm free, her face scrunched. “I don’t care about her son.”

“Oh, sorry,” Vivienne said. “Too soon? Please tell me you’re not still pining after Jeremy, are you?”

“Jeremy?” Rae tried to keep up with all this gossip. She used to be good at this sort of thing, but a year without friends had definitely slowed down her social reflexes. “Is he, like, an ex-boyfriend or something?”

“Or something,” Vivienne agreed. “He’s over there to the left—no, don’t look!”

It was too late. Rae had already looked.

A lanky boy with large brown eyes, curly blond hair, and a green plaid button-up shirt looked back at her, his expression bored. “ ’Sup?” he said.

“Oh, stop trying to pretend you’re cool, Jeremy,” Vivienne huffed, pulling Rae past him. “We don’t talk to him,” she said.

“I think Alyssa talks to him,” Rae said.

Vivienne whirled around. Alyssa was standing in front of  Jeremy, her arms crossed awkwardly. She laughed at something he said, and Vivienne sighed and pulled Rae farther down the hall. “She’s lost to us. Poor lovesick fool. But don’t worry, I’ll take good care of you.”

“Um, thanks, Vivienne.”

“Anytime. You can call me Vivi, by the way. I heard you wanted to join cross-country?”

Rae blinked. “Um, yeah.” She’d always been good at running; she’d planned on trying out for the team back at her old school before everything went bad. “How’d you know?”

“Alyssa heard her mom talking to your mom about it before you arrived. And news travels fast around here.” Vivienne grinned. “Alyssa and I are both on the team.”

“But I thought tryouts weren’t until Saturday.”

“Yeah, but I’m pretty much a shoe-in. No brag, just fact.”

Rae laughed. Alyssa might not like her, but Vivienne seemed like someone she could be friends with.

Vivienne kept up a near-constant stream of chatter as they headed down the hall, stopping only briefly at the lockers to drop off their backpacks. Rae mostly just listened, allowing Vivienne’s conversation to carry her along. It made things much easier, and before she knew it, they were in homeroom. “You can sit there,” Vivienne said, pointing at the desk next to hers.

Rae took it, and a few seconds later Alyssa hurried inside, stopping when she saw Rae. “Um, that’s actually my seat,” she began, just as second bell shrieked down the hall.

“Take your seats,” the teacher at the front ordered. “That means you, Miss Lockett.”

Alyssa frowned but took a seat at a desk a few rows over.

“Whoops,” Rae said. “She looks a little mad.”

“She’ll get over it.” Vivienne waved a hand casually. “It’s your first day. You should be comfortable!”

But Rae could practically feel Alyssa glaring at her from the back. Comfortable. Yeah, right.

A boy stepped inside the classroom. Rae sat up straighter, recognizing him immediately as her neighbor from across the street. Once again he was wearing all black, from his T-shirt to his skinny jeans. The only color on him came from his beat-up grayish-white sneakers and the gemstones on his thick silver rings. Even his hair was black. It was spiked up around his head, but not like he styled it intentionally, more like he ran fingers through it instead of a comb.

He met Rae’s eyes across the room. When she didn’t immediately look away, he raised both eyebrows, like some kind of challenge, and stared until Rae turned away, her face burning.

“That’s Caden Price,” Vivienne whispered.

“He lives across the street from me,” Rae said.

“Oh. You’ll want to watch out, then. He’s… well. Kind of a weirdo.”

“Weirdo how?” Seemed sort of ominous in a town where everything appeared to be a little weird. “I mean, I did see a sign in his yard for Paranormal Price.”

“Oh yeah, that. His mom has a ghost-hunting business.”

“A what?”

“She does exorcisms, house cleansings, stuff like that.” Vivienne said it as casually as someone back home might have said, “His mom’s an accountant.”

“Okay…,” Rae said.

“This town is super haunted,” Vivienne added.

Rae laughed awkwardly.

“You’ll see,” Vivienne said, all cryptic. “But anyhow, about nine months ago, his older brother vanished. Just poof! Gone.”

Rae frowned.

“Lots of people think Caden did it,” Vivienne continued. “Chopped his brother up and stuffed him in the walls. Especially since the police questioned him. Multiple times.”

“Is that what you think?”

Vivienne shrugged. “Hard to know.”

The announcements crackled on, long and droning. Rae barely heard them, her attention focused on the back of Caden’s head. She knew what it was like to have a family member vanish mysteriously—the way rumors would pile up around you higher and higher until you were buried in them, and even you weren’t sure what the truth was anymore. For one treacherous second, her heart ached, and she wanted to get up and talk to this boy. Find out his truth. Tell him she understood…

But she turned away from him.

She’d made her choice to blend in when she moved here, and she wasn’t about to look back now. “So, what class do you have first?” she asked Vivienne, once the announcements ended.

“I have—”

Bzzt! Bzzt! Bzzt!

The alarm sounded, loud and jarring, then was replaced by a new message blaring at top volume from the loudspeaker. “Warning. This is a code yellow. All students to stay in homeroom for a head count. I repeat, every student to remain where they are.”

Students looked around, as if they were doing their own head count, checking on their friends. Whispers filled the room like waves crashing, and Rae could practically feel the anxiety rising around her. “What’s a code yellow?” she asked.

Vivienne looked worried, her eyebrows drawing together. “It means another student has gone missing.”

“Does that, um, happen often around here?”

“No, not very often,” Vivienne said. “We only usually lose a student or two each year.”

“What? You lose students every year?” Rae gripped the edges of her desk.

“Yes, but this year?” Vivienne said, leaning closer. “This year it’s been worse.”






4. CADEN


Caden had never really loved school. Even before Aiden vanished, it had been something to endure. And today, with yet another student missing, it was worse than normal. He could feel the rumors flowing all around him, thick and sticky like blood.

No one said them to his face, of course. They were all too scared of him. But that made it worse.
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