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PROLOGUE { THREE DAYS EARLIER }


Blake woke to the most horrible screaming he’d ever heard. He lay frozen on his cot as it went on and on, high-pitched and awful.

Heed the warning cry of the banshee, his grandmother used to say. They wail when someone you love is about to die. Eyes red and swollen from endless weeping, long streaming hair, and bony hands extending with nails curved and dirty. Blake could picture it perfectly.

He hadn’t been there the night his grandmother finally passed away, but his father had told him stories about it. About the spirits that had surrounded the house, their sorrow loud and keening, and how his own father had run outside with a shovel in one hand, a cross in the other, trying to keep them away. It hadn’t worked, of course. And in the end, the banshees had taken him, too.

Blake clutched at his thin blanket as if it might protect him. But gradually he realized it wasn’t banshees at all. The goats were shrieking.

His uncle kept nine of them in a large pen outside his yurt, and every evening he took them out for a hike to settle them down before bed. Blake had been staying with him for the past three weeks, and they had been peacefully quiet every night before this. Why would they be so agitated now?

“Uncle Gary?” he whispered. His uncle was lying on his own bed on the other side of the yurt. Blake could see the gleaming white of his wide-open eyes, but he didn’t answer.

Another goat bleated, high-pitched and terrified. Blake recognized that voice: Waffles. His favorite. Every morning the goat would trot up to him and put his little goat head against Blake’s shoulder until he scratched him behind the ears.

Blake sat up and swung his legs over the side of his cot. He couldn’t stay here and do nothing. Not if Waffles was in danger.

“Wait,” his uncle croaked, and Blake froze, his hand on the door latch. “I can’t protect you if you go out into the night. When the sun sets, the forest belongs to them.”

“Them, who?”

“The other things that live here.”

Blake’s heart pounded, his mouth dry. He thought of his nice, safe, solid house with its thick walls and firmly locked doors, and wished he’d never run away. Tomorrow he was going back home. Immediately. “What other things?” he asked.

His uncle didn’t answer.

Waffles shrieked once more. Blake couldn’t take it. “We have to help the goats.” He pulled open the door and slipped outside, half hoping his uncle would try to stop him again.

But he didn’t.

It was dark here in the middle of the Watchful Woods. His uncle didn’t like people—he barely tolerated Blake—so he’d set up his yurt as far from the streets and houses of Whispering Pines as he could. The tall pines loomed overhead, patches of brilliant starlight visible between each treetop. They gave off just enough light to see the outline of the goat pen a few yards away, but not enough to see the goats in it. Blake could hear them, though, bleating in sharp, anguished tones.

He hesitated, the cool night wrapping around him. There were no crickets chirping, no owls hooting, nothing but the goats. It felt wrong, like the rest of the night had been artificially muted by something that didn’t belong here. An unnatural force worse than any banshee.

Blake shivered, wishing he had grabbed a jacket and a flashlight, and maybe a weapon. He thought of his friend Jeremy and what had happened to him just weeks ago, and almost sprinted back to the yurt. But in the end, it was just a glorified tent. If there were something truly dangerous out here, he doubted its walls would protect him, no matter what deals his uncle had made. So he forced himself to walk toward the goat pen, the grass whispering against his bare feet.

When he reached the gate, he could just make out the goats all huddled together in the nearest corner like one trembling mass.

All except one.

Waffles lay motionless on his side in the middle of the pen, the white star-shaped fur on the top of his head almost glowing against the dark. The night breeze picked up, and beneath the ever-present smell of goats Blake caught a whiff of fresh-turned earth and the metallic tang of blood. The scent of new death.

He made a small involuntary sound, his fingers trembling as he yanked back the lock on the gate and pulled it open. He stepped inside, careful to shut the gate behind him, and moved closer, still staring at that sad crumpled form lying in the starlight like one of his baby sister’s abandoned toys. Closer still, and he noticed the scuff marks in the dirt, like the goat had been dragged.

And then something moved next to Waffles. Quick, furtive movement, like a spider scuttling out of the light, only with way too many legs—hundreds of legs—and a long body a few feet in length and thick as his waist, all of it the same color as the night-washed grass. As it crawled around the goat, it made little clicking noises like a dog’s nails against a hardwood floor.

Terror trickled down Blake’s spine, icy and numb. He put a hand over his mouth, choking down a scream.

The thing stopped moving abruptly, all of those legs still. Two long stalks on the top of its head trembled in the breeze, flicking forward and back and then pointing right at him.

Blake was very aware of the beating of his heart, the hitching sound of his breath, the noise of the other goats. He could feel a lock of hair sliding against the side of his face, the rough texture of the cropped grass under his feet, his pajama bottoms, baggy and comfortable. And the absolute silence of that impossibly large insect, the weight of its full attention bearing down on him.

Abruptly its torso bunched, and it sprang forward, all of its legs moving furiously fast as it sprinted right at him.

Blake screamed and ran blindly across the pen, scrabbling at the gate, dragging it open.

He wasn’t fast enough.

It hit him in the back of the knees, knocking him sideways into the grass, its tiny legs already moving over him, pinning him down. It reared up, half its body lifting like the striking head of a cobra, and Blake glimpsed something underneath that looked almost like a face, with dark, soulless eyes and slits for a nose, and where a mouth should have been, a pair of serrated mandibles dripping some strange yellowish liquid that gleamed in the starlight.

He realized he was still screaming but couldn’t stop, the sound of his own terror echoing in his ears, sharper and more desperate than any goat cry as that insectlike head lowered over him, those mandibles clicking, extending—

Crack!

The creature flew off him and landed on the ground with a sickening crunch. Blake looked up. His uncle stood over him, panting, the blade of his axe glittering. Blake swallowed. “Is it dead?”

“I think—”

The thing shuddered suddenly and twisted around, sinewy as a snake, those tiny legs quivering, the torso bunching.

Uncle Gary leaped forward and brought the axe back down, cutting it in half. The legs kicked a few more times and then went still. “Now it is,” he said.

Blake nodded, unable to look away as more of that strange yellowish liquid oozed out of the neck cavity to puddle against the ground. His stomach roiled in sickening waves, and he could still feel the scuttling of all those legs up and down his body. “Is that one of them?” he gasped. “One of the things that live in the forest?”

His uncle pulled his axe up and wiped it on the grass. “Nope. That is something else. Something that has no business being here.” He looked past the corpse. The lines of his face trembled, then hardened, and he lifted his axe and slung it over his shoulder. “The things that live here know better than to mess with my goats.”

Blake tore his gaze from the corpse and glanced back at Waffles. He wanted to cry, but he felt too drained inside, like a wrung-out sponge.

His uncle sighed. “We should probably tell someone about this.”

“Like who?” Blake knew his uncle didn’t like talking to anyone who wasn’t family. And even then, he wasn’t thrilled about it.

“I’ll have to think on that,” his uncle said at last. “But this thing, whatever it is and whatever it means, is beyond my pay grade.” He scrubbed a hand over his face, suddenly looking as exhausted as Blake felt. “I’ll have to get myself another goat too.”

Blake felt like it wasn’t the time to talk about that. Not now, not when Waffles was still right there. He climbed to his feet and walked over to the small animal, then knelt and ran his hands down his soft, warm fur.

The chest rose and fell beneath his trembling fingers.

Blake caught his breath, then leaned in closer. Hope beat inside him like a second heart. “Uncle Gary? I think… I think Waffles is alive.”

“What?” His uncle hurried over and crouched next to him. He laid the axe down and ran his hands over the goat, then looked up, surprised. “He is. He is!” He grinned, wide and triumphant.

Blake grinned back, the horrors of the night already slipping away, the details fading like a bad dream. And then he noticed movement behind his uncle, past the corpse and outside the edge of the goat pen. Something else long and insectlike scuttling quietly back into the night.

His grin cracked, peeling away like a bad sunburn.

“What is it?” his uncle asked.

“I saw…” Blake blinked, but it was gone. Only trees waving gently, their branches glowing softly in the starlight. “Nothing,” he said, and he almost believed it.






1. RAE


Rae looked at the barbed-wire fence and the security cameras and knew she had made a huge mistake. This was exactly the kind of place she needed to avoid. The kind of place her dad used to work at, all concrete walls and secrecy. A place that would be easy to enter but almost impossible to escape.

A large sign out front proclaimed, GREEN ON! BECAUSE IT’S NEVER TOO SOON TO THINK ABOUT THE FUTURE.

Rae eyed the steel-reinforced doors, and the guard standing just outside them. He looked back, his face as impassive as the wall next to him. He reminded her of the men who had stormed her old house and taken all of her dad’s things. He had that same air of efficient indifference; he would do his job and do it well, and anyone who got in the way would be squashed without a second’s thought.

Her dad was the reason she was here now, she reminded herself. All of this was for him. A year ago, he’d gone into work and never come out again. He’d been an engineer doing some kind of secret contract work on a project called Operation Gray Bird. And he’d discovered something unusual. Something he hadn’t been supposed to see. Proof of extraterrestrial life.

Rae was sure that was the reason her dad was missing—he’d been abducted by the government and was being held somewhere now against his will. She had sworn that she would find him, but until recently, she hadn’t had any leads. Especially since her mom had moved her and her older sister across the country from their home in northern California to this strange little Connecticut town.

But everything changed last week when Patrick, the senior consultant at Green On!, had told her who assigned her dad’s contract. He was working on a new energy source. Who do you think would be interested in something like that? Patrick had claimed he didn’t have all the details yet, but he promised that if she took part in his company’s internship program, he’d find them out.

Rae didn’t trust Patrick, with his too-handsome face and his too-fancy suits and his tendency to show up at exactly the most convenient time. But she believed him when he said he could get her information about her dad’s involvement with Green On!. Which meant she needed to follow through on her end of the bargain, even if every instinct told her not to go into this place.

The six other kids from her school all trotted obediently through the doors. Only the last one hesitated, a short girl with dark hair and a humongous backpack—Rae’s best friend, Vivienne. “Rae-Rae, you coming?” she called.

Rae glanced at the camera lurking just above the open doors. The light on top of it blinked like a single bloody eye, and she imagined Patrick watching her. It was too late to back out now.

She pasted on a shaky smile. “I’m just admiring the view.”

Vivienne laughed. “This”—she waved her hand at the building—“looks like an ugly brick, I know. But it’s nice inside.”

Which obviously meant Vivienne had been here before, either to visit her mom, who was the head of the nuclear division at Green On!, or…

Or when she had started secretly working with Patrick.

Rae didn’t like to remember that. Still, the truth stared out at her, as large and uncomfortable as Vivienne’s ever-present backpack. Her friend had been the first person in Patrick’s internship program, doing who-knew-what, and she hadn’t said a word about it to Rae until after Rae almost got herself killed by a monster from an alternate dimension. And still she was keeping most of it secret.

But then, Rae was keeping secrets too.

The only person she’d been completely honest with was her neighbor, Caden Price. With his dark eyes, messy black hair, and heavy silver jewelry, he was the kind of boy who stood out, even in a weird place like Whispering Pines. And just like her, he’d understood how isolating it was to know a truth that no one else was willing to accept. She’d been able to tell him her secrets, like what really happened to her dad.

But Caden thought this internship was a terrible idea. He wanted no part of it, or anyone in it. And after Rae decided to join anyway, he had stopped talking to her.

Rae angrily shoved thoughts of Caden away and followed Vivienne inside, the doors closing behind them with a heavy thump like a cage door slamming shut. She paused just inside the lobby. Vivienne was right; it was nice in here, all bright lights and fancy decorations.

To her left, the entire wall was floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out onto the Watchful Woods, while to her right sat a long, sleek desk made of black swirling marble. Hung on the wall over it were a series of awards, framed newspaper articles, and large photographs. The floor had white and gold tiles, with several small tables and chairs set up in little clusters across it. As Rae walked farther into the lobby, she realized the shape of each of the tables was meant to represent a different element: a sun, a water droplet, swirly lines that were probably supposed to be wind, and an atom.

A man wearing a bright green polo shirt with the Green On! logo on the front popped up from behind the desk like a clown out of a jack-in-the-box.

Rae leaped back, almost falling over Vivienne.

“Hello, children.” The man gave all of them a condescending smile. “Welcome to Green On! We’re all so glad you get to join us here. Not only are we a cutting-edge energy research facility, but now, also, a daycare. How fun.” He emphasized certain words, drawing them out the same way a person might draw their nails down a chalkboard.

Rae gritted her teeth, and Vivienne shifted her weight like she wanted to tackle the guy, while the other kids muttered behind them.

“Doctor Nguyen is in the middle of a major scientific breakthrough, but she’ll still take time out of her very busy schedule to show you around. Because nothing is more important than our little interns.” Another broad, insincere smile. “She’ll be here any minute. Until then, please, make yourselves at home.” He waved a hand at the tables and chairs, and then disappeared again beneath his desk as abruptly as he’d appeared. Rae wondered if there was a door under there or if he was just sitting on the floor, waiting for them to leave.

“Wow,” Vivienne said. “That was the most passive-aggressive welcome I’ve ever heard.”

“It was actually kind of impressive.” Rae rolled her shoulders back and forth, then glanced around at the others to see what they thought.

Besides her and Vivienne, there were two other seventh graders. One of them Rae knew pretty well: Alyssa Lockett, Vivienne’s other best friend. She stood near the desk, idly reading the awards above it and playing with a lock of her blond hair. Rae hadn’t liked Alyssa at first, but now… now she wasn’t sure how she felt about her. It was hard to dislike someone so sad. Alyssa’s on-again off-again boyfriend, Jeremy, had been found with his eyes missing and his mind zombified, and Alyssa had taken it really hard. Not that Rae could blame her for that. It was horrible and frightening.

Jeremy had been one of the victims of the Unseeing, a monster that had escaped from an alternate dimension. It had targeted kids, killing one and claiming the eyes of eight others before Rae and Caden sent it back to the place it belonged. Now those kids were being treated by the medical staff of Green On!. For all Rae knew, they might be somewhere in this very building.

Rae swallowed and turned away from Alyssa. The Unseeing had targeted Rae, too. It had chased her through an empty cabin and cornered her in the basement, and only luck and Caden’s timely arrival had saved her. She dreamed about the Unseeing almost every night and woke up sweating and shaking, huddled in a nest of blankets, and waited until the first hint of dawn filtered through her window so she could relax again. Until the next night.

Before the Unseeing, she’d believed that supernatural things existed in this world. But it was one thing to believe that and quite another to experience it directly.

Rae studied the other seventh grader, a tall, lanky boy who stood by the window, staring out at the woods. Even from here she could see the deep half circles under his eyes, like he hadn’t slept in days, and his red hair was almost as messy as Caden’s. He looked… scared. Like he could see something out there beneath the trees, something no one else had noticed.

Vivienne caught her looking. “That’s Blake Crowley,” she whispered.

“Are you sure he’s in our grade?” Rae asked. “I’ve never seen him before.” Even though Rae had only started attending Dana S. Middle School earlier this month, she was positive she would have remembered a boy with hair that color and a face that haunted.

“I’m sure. He dropped out of school a couple of weeks ago to study mushrooms in the woods or something.” Vivienne shrugged. “He must have decided he was done with that. Honestly, I’m a little surprised Patrick picked him for the internship, but I guess he has his reasons.”

“He just dropped out of school to live in the woods? Is that even legal?”

“It’s not encouraged. But we’ve learned it’s best to just let people go when they feel the call of the Watchful Woods. They always come back eventually.” Vivienne hesitated. “Well, usually,” she amended. “There was a girl a few years ago who decided she wanted to be a bird. She built a giant nest and refused to touch the ground for months. Then one day she just vanished. Most people think she joined a flock and went south for the winter, then stayed out there.”

Rae couldn’t tell if Vivienne was joking and decided not to ask. She’d learned that Whispering Pines usually lost a student or two every year, and that the people of this town accepted that as perfectly normal. Even Vivienne didn’t seem to think there was a problem with it.

Rae glanced outside at the Watchful Woods. There was a clear patch of grass a good ten feet thick around Green On! before the line of trees began, their branches extending hungrily into it as if they longed to cross that space. It was too easy to imagine a girl lost among those tangled limbs, swallowed forever.

Rae turned her back on the woods and studied the remaining three kids. They were all eighth graders. One of them sat alone at the small sun table, his elbows resting on two of the pointed rays as he scrolled through his phone, ignoring everyone else. He had curly brown hair and glasses, and wore a T-shirt that was just a little too big for him. Rae had seen him in the halls occasionally and knew his name was Nathaniel Cliff, that he’d skipped a grade, and that he’d won some sort of chemistry competition.

The other two eighth graders, a boy and a girl, sat together at the water droplet table talking quietly. Rae thought the boy’s name was Matt. Or Mike? He was one of the largest kids in the school, with broad shoulders and very little neck. He looked kind of intimidating until he glanced up at Rae and smiled, a goofy, full-faced expression that made him look less like a linebacker and more like an overgrown eight-year-old. She couldn’t help smiling back.

The girl looked up too. Her eyes were a deep brown several shades darker than her skin and framed by thick lashes, and she wore crimson lipstick that made her look older than eighth grade. She didn’t smile at Rae. Instead she leaned closer to Matt, dropped her voice, and said something else. Rae thought she heard her name and felt her face going pink.

“What is it?” Vivienne asked, turning and following Rae’s gaze.

“I think they’re talking about me.” As soon as the words were out of Rae’s mouth, she regretted it. They made her sound insecure.

“Probably wondering if the rumors are true,” Vivienne said.

“Rumors?” Rae tried to keep her face neutral, but she couldn’t stop herself from thinking of her last school and the way rumors had plagued her like rats in a dumpster, constantly nipping at her heels, shredding all of her friendships.

“About you fighting that eye-snatching creature?” Vivienne said.

“Oh. That.”

“Yes, that.” Vivienne grinned. “No one is supposed to know about it, so naturally the whole school has heard.” She waved at the girl, who ignored her. “Rude.” Vivienne frowned. Raising her voice, she added, “That’s Becka Wilson. She thinks she’s a famous actress just because she starred in a hemorrhoid commercial six years ago.”

“It was not a hemorrhoid commercial!” Becka snapped.

Rae giggled.

“It’s not funny,” Becka said.

Vivienne adjusted her large backpack. “I don’t actually remember what she was advertising,” she admitted to Rae in a low voice. “So I just make up the most embarrassing things I can think of. It’s a pretty fun game.”

“How do you know her?”

“We were in chorus together last year.”

“Chorus?” Rae raised her eyebrows. “You?”

Vivienne grinned. “I was lead alto. Ahead of Becka, I might add.”

“Why aren’t you doing it this year?”

Vivienne’s grin fell away. “Not enough time. You know, with this internship, and, um, everything.”

And there it was, the shadow of a secret across her face. Rae hesitated, not sure if she should ask. But before she could decide, the glass doors at the far end of the room opened with a soft gasp, and a short woman in a long white lab coat stepped through. She waved a hand and gave them all a quick, harried smile. “So sorry I’m late. I’m Doctor Nguyen. If you’ll follow me?” And she turned and went right back through the doors without waiting for a response.

“Guess this is it, huh?” Alyssa said, joining Rae and Vivienne. She managed a weak smile. “Maybe they’ll let us visit Jeremy and the others while we’re here.”

“I… don’t think they will,” Vivienne said carefully. “I’m sorry, Alyssa. I asked my mom about it the other day, and she told me they weren’t allowing any visitors yet.”

“Why not?” Rae asked.

“She didn’t say.”

“Are you coming?” Becka asked them from the doorway.

“It’s not fair,” Alyssa said. “Patrick promised—” She stopped abruptly, her lips pressing together.

“Promised what?” Rae asked, thinking of her own promise from him.

“Nothing. Let’s just catch up.” Alyssa strode away after Becka, leaving Rae and Vivienne to hurry after her.

They caught up with everyone else partway down a long, tiled hallway that led past a series of ordinary-looking offices. Patrick had made it sound like the whole company was behind this internship program—a chance for the kids of the future to help save that future. But so far no one here seemed enthusiastic about the idea. So why was he doing it? He’d said in his school presentation that the kids he picked would need to help save the world, but if that were really true, then Rae was pretty sure the world was in big trouble.

“Why isn’t there anyone else here?” Nate asked.

Rae blinked, realizing he was right; all of the offices they had passed had been empty.

“Because it’s Sunday?” Alyssa suggested. The seven of them had been dropped off at school, where they’d caught a bus out to the lab as a special “interns only” weekend field trip.

“Green On! is productive seven days a week,” Doctor Nguyen said with a hint of pride. “Science doesn’t stop for the weekends. This is where our admin team works, but they were given the afternoon off today.”

“All of them?” Vivienne asked.

“It appears so.”

“That’s strange.” Vivienne glanced at Rae. “They aren’t very generous with their time off around here. Especially lately. My mom has been working twelve to sixteen hours a day for the past week.”

“Wow, brutal,” Rae said. “Doing what?”

Vivienne shrugged. “She doesn’t like to talk about her work much. It’s all very ‘need to know’ stuff, apparently.”

“And you don’t need to know,” Rae said. “I get it.” Her dad’s work had been the same. Of course, that hadn’t stopped him from telling her about some of it anyhow.

“It was your mom who actually gave the team here time off,” Doctor Nguyen told Vivienne.

Vivienne’s eyes widened. “That’s even stranger.”

They kept going, the hallway eventually turning right, then right again. The offices they passed grew less impressive, and soon they were just small rooms full of boxes, as if the kids were moving into the less-used storage area. There were still almost no other people around. Moments later and the hall dead-ended at an elevator.

“Where are we going?” Rae asked, her voice shaking.

“Yeah, this doesn’t exactly look like a highly trafficked area,” Blake said. He seemed extra twitchy, even more nervous than Rae.

“We had a new lab built recently that Patrick wants you to use.” Doctor Nguyen pressed the elevator button. “It’s a little deeper underground than most of our other labs, and this elevator is the only easily accessible entrance.”

“That doesn’t sound ominous at all,” Rae muttered.

Ding!

The elevator door slid open. There was barely enough space for all of them inside, and Rae found herself crammed in the back. As the door closed, a strange panicky feeling gripped her stomach. She remembered the stench of mold, the feeling of bugs crawling through her hair and down her shirt, the splintery wood of the bed frame scraping against her back. And the feeling that she couldn’t move an inch. That only a rotting mattress and a few lumpy pillows stood between her and a monster. Rae, I know you’re in here…

Rae clenched her hands, resisting the sudden urge to flail her arms and leap over everyone’s heads. She reminded herself for the hundredth time that the Unseeing was gone, banished forever. She wasn’t trapped. She was safe.

But she didn’t feel safe. She felt like she were seconds from something horrible.

“Breathe in through your nose,” Vivienne whispered next to her, “and out through your mouth. Count four in, four out. It helps. Trust me.”

The elevator lurched downward, and Rae slowly breathed in while a little screen in the corner tallied the floor level. She watched it for a few seconds and realized the numbers were negative. It was bizarre, but then, so many things in Whispering Pines were. So Rae tried not to notice and just concentrated on her breathing as they crept downward.

Each level they passed seemed hotter, like they were traveling to the center of the earth. Rae could feel the sweat sliding down her back and beading along her hairline. And was the elevator getting smaller? The light overhead flickered, plunging them into darkness for an eyeblink before coming back on. A soft, ominous grinding noise echoed down the chute, and Rae forgot about counting her breaths as the elevator wobbled and slowed. What if they were trapped here?

Vivienne took her hand and gently squeezed it. “We’re almost there,” she whispered.

Rae smiled at her gratefully.

The elevator finally creaked to a halt at floor minus-twelve. As soon as the doors opened, Rae almost knocked Blake over in her rush to get out. She sucked in a long, deep breath, enjoying the feeling of space all around her. It helped, until she realized they were deep underground, and suddenly she could feel the weight of all that earth pressing down on her.

“Your lockers are right here,” Doctor Nguyen was saying, pointing at a small alcove just down the hall. Rae did her best to ignore her growing panic and joined the others, even as the pressure inside her built up like a shaken soda bottle. There were eight floor-to-ceiling lockers, each one wider than Rae was. Seven of them had labels with each of their names.

“Are we expecting anyone else?” Nate asked, standing in front of the blank locker.

“Only Patrick knows,” Doctor Nguyen said. “Well, have a look inside. They’re not locked yet.”

Rae opened her locker. On one side hung a white lab coat, the other a bulky green hazmat suit. What would they be doing that would require a hazmat suit? Had her mom read the fine print before agreeing to send her here?

“What are you thinking about?” Vivienne asked.

Wordlessly, Rae pointed at the suit.

“Oh. Yeah. That.” Vivienne grinned. “Patrick has some sort of secret mission for us. He hasn’t told me any of the details yet, so don’t ask. But I’m guessing that’s what the suits are for.”

“Strangely not reassuring.” Rae closed her locker. But for the first time since she’d arrived at Green On!, she was starting to feel something other than that awful, crushing dread. The first whisper of excitement had caught hold of her. Hazmat suits and secret missions? Even if part of her was afraid of ending up the same way as her dad, the rest of her was eager to experience whatever Patrick had planned for them.

“Okay.” Doctor Nguyen rubbed her hands together. “That’s done. So next on the agenda is—”

Beep! Beep! Beep!

The bright overhead light faded to an angry pulsing red, turning the small locker room into a sea of bloody shadows.

“Report immediately to your designated safe room,” a robotic voice said. “We are experiencing a nuclear meltdown. This is not a drill.”

Rae’s mouth fell open. She stared at Vivienne, and then at Doctor Nguyen. “A what?”

Doctor Nguyen didn’t answer, her own eyes wide and terrified, while behind her Nate had his arms wrapped over his head like he was afraid of the ceiling falling down on him.

Vivienne made a soft little whimpering noise. “Mom,” she choked.

“Is she working today?” Alyssa asked.

“She works every day.” Vivienne clutched at Doctor Nguyen’s sleeve. “What does this mean? Is everyone in the nuclear division safe?”

Doctor Nguyen shook her off. “Of course not. But it’s not worth worrying about.”

“How can you say that?” Becka demanded. “It’s her mother!”

“Because we won’t be able to reach the safe room in time, not from all the way down here,” Doctor Nguyen said grimly. She looked around the room, the red lights gleaming in her dark eyes. “So none of us will be safe either.”

The robot voice boomed again, “We are experiencing a nuclear meltdown. I repeat, we are experiencing a nuclear meltdown. You must be in your designated safe room now. Green On! will be sealed in five… four… three…”






2. CADEN


Caden sat cross-legged on the floor in his mom’s study, a blindfold over his eyes. “This feels very Star Wars,” he muttered.

“Shh,” his mom said. “Concentrate.”

He sighed. This was ridiculous. But he went through the motions anyhow, imagining roots bursting from his body, digging deep into the soil below, grounding him firmly. Next he pictured a large bubble full of soft white light surrounding him in a protective embrace. And then, finally, he lowered his mental shields and let his awareness drift outward.

Caden had been an empath for as long as he could remember. When he was little, he’d been able to pick up the emotions of others as easily as a bird picking up seeds from a full feeder. But he’d learned—painfully—that other kids didn’t appreciate that. Now he mostly kept that ability to himself. As far as he knew, it was his only strange skill. Well, that and the occasional prophetic dream. But his mom believed he might have other abilities, things he’d never discovered he could do. Things he’d kept buried.

“Can you sense it yet?” she asked.

Caden frowned, trying to feel the energies of the room around him. He could sense his mom sitting across from him. Sadness clung to her like a wet sweater, but beneath it he could feel another emotion, as solid and unbendable as an iron rod. Determination. A single-minded focus fueled by a desperation he didn’t understand but that reminded him of someone…

Don’t think about Rae.

He pulled back into himself so quickly it hurt and yanked the blindfold off. “I can’t,” he said.

“Can’t?” his mom asked. “Or won’t?” She sat cross-legged, mirroring him, none of the sadness he had felt in her visible on her face. In her hands she held a small rounded rose quartz. She’d been trying to get Caden to move that stone with his mind all morning, and he was tired of it.

“Aiden was the one with that ability, not me,” he said. “I can’t become him, no matter what you might wish.”

She flinched and closed her hand around the stone.

Guilt enveloped Caden, thick and choking as car exhaust. Nine months ago, his older brother, Aiden, had torn open a hole into the Other Place, an alternate dimension full of monsters. He hadn’t been able to control it, and as the evils of that place threatened to overwhelm him and escape, Caden had made the difficult choice to sacrifice his brother in order to close the rift and protect everyone else.

Then a few weeks ago, Caden had discovered that Aiden was still alive, trapped in the Other Place, and had tried to save him. But something happened after Caden reopened the rift. His brother abruptly disappeared, his energy vanishing so completely even their mom couldn’t sense him at all. And she believed that this time Aiden was well and truly gone.

She had been in mourning ever since. And here Caden was, throwing his brother’s loss back in her face.

He knew he should be grieving with her. But mostly all he felt was relief. He’d never noticed before how much his brother’s presence weighed on him, like a too-full backpack he couldn’t take off. Without Aiden around, Caden had been free to be himself. He’d even made friends. For a little while, anyhow.

He thought of Rae again, picturing her wide, gentle eyes, the contradictory set of her jaw. The way she threw herself into danger like a diver falling into a deep pool, headfirst, never questioning, never looking back, the echo of her own past failures snapping constantly at her heels.

He let that memory go and made himself look instead at his mom. She had her black hair wound in a low braid, a pair of amethyst chips glinting in her ears, matching the uncut purple stones in her thick necklace and on one of her large silver rings. Amethyst stones helped to ground and protect, to clear the mind, and to soothe the grief over the loss of a loved one.

“You’re right, you are not your brother,” she said quietly. “And regardless of what you think, I’m not trying to turn you into him. That would be impossible.”

Just like that, the guilt surrounding Caden soured, curdling like milk left out for days and turning into bitter resentment. His older brother hadn’t always been the nicest person. He’d used his abilities to hurt people, had terrified Caden and stolen magic from their mom, but still he’d been her favorite. His mom denied it, of course. She said she loved both her sons equally, that she’d spent more time with Aiden only because she knew he was experimenting with things beyond his control. She didn’t have to worry about that with Caden. Careful, cautious Caden, who didn’t need her protection.

His mom could say what she liked, but he’d seen the truth for himself. He was nothing but a poor substitute for his more powerful, talented brother.

“Then what are you trying to do?” Caden asked harshly.

“I’m trying to help you find the boundaries of your power while there’s still time.” She looked up, and there was something in her eyes, an emotion she’d managed to keep hidden from his inner senses.

Fear.

And abruptly he was afraid too. “What is it? What’s going on?”

She studied the rose quartz in her hand, turning it over and over as if it held the secrets of the universe within its soft pink walls. “Do you know why the Other Place was created?”

Caden couldn’t hide his surprise. “I didn’t think you’d want to talk about that.”

“I’m not going to ignore everything about that dimension just because it causes me grief. I can’t afford to. Guarding the boundary between our world and that space is the most important job us Prices have.” For a second her sorrow rose up, a deep-blue wave cresting around her and then smoothing out like the tides of the sea. She swallowed, composing herself. “I told you that the first Price came to Whispering Pines in the 1650s, right?”

“After fleeing the Hartford Witch Trials,” Caden remembered. “She made a deal in order to escape, promised to oversee the line between our world and the Other Place.”

“Good memory.”

“It’s not really the kind of thing a person forgets,” Caden said wryly. “Cosmic family obligation and all that.”

His mom laughed. “True. Well, that isn’t the whole story.”

“Oh?” Caden sat up straighter.

“I’m not going to bore you with the details.”

“I don’t mind.”

She gave him a small, secretive smile. The kind that told him the story would be anything but boring… but that she wasn’t about to share it anyhow. “Maybe someday,” she hedged. She held the rose quartz out to him, and he took it in his hand, the stone warm against his skin. “For now, you just need to know that part of her deal was to help create the Other Place.”

“How?”

Again the small smile.

“Fine,” Caden grumbled. “Then why? It’s an awful place.”

“It’s meant to be. It’s a prison.”

Caden frowned. “For who?”

She met his eyes, her own deadly serious.

“Or… for what?” Caden guessed.

She nodded. “That would be more accurate. She is many things. Evil, certainly. Destructive. Greedy. Ravenous. But human?” She sighed. “Maybe once, a long, long time ago.” She ran her thumb over the amethyst in her ring. “And she is restless. Very restless. I could feel her this past week when I searched the Other Place for signs of what happened to your brother. She is testing the walls of her cell. And I know they have grown weaker.”

“Then why keep her imprisoned? Why not destroy her?”

“True evil can never be destroyed. The best we can do is contain it and stop it from spreading.”

Caden wasn’t sure he believed that. He squeezed the rose quartz in his palm and felt the energy inside. Love, and protection. Maybe the problem was that destruction itself was an evil act. So trying to destroy something evil would be like trying to put out a fire with more flame. But there had to be another way.

“I—” he began, then froze. He’d sensed something. A disruption. It felt almost like a hole where a tooth should be. He poked at it with his awareness, trying to feel out the size of the gap.

“What is it?” His mom sat up very straight, and he didn’t need any special powers to notice the alarm stamped all over her.

“I think… something has broken our warding circle.” Caden poured salt in a ring around their house every week as part of a ritual of protection, a way to warn them if anything supernatural tried crossing over it. Ever since the Unseeing incident, he’d widened that circle to include their yard as well.

His mom pressed her lips together, transforming her face into a series of sharp, worried lines.

“Want me to check on it?” Caden asked.

“I’ll go.” She rose abruptly to her feet and walked out of the study, leaving Caden to scramble down the hall after her.

He caught her just as she reached the front door. “Wait, Mom—”

She yanked the door open like she was snatching something hot from a fire.

Caden flinched, but nothing flew at them, and all he could see through the open doorway was his empty front yard. He relaxed.

“There’s someone out there,” his mom whispered.

“What?” His relief evaporated immediately. “Where?”

“Over there. See?”

Like most of the houses in this part of Whispering Pines, their yard bordered the edges of the Watchful Woods. Sometimes Caden swore the trees that ringed their yard were stealthily creeping closer, and one day he would wake up and discover that the forest had reclaimed all of their land.

He followed his mom’s gaze over to those trees. A person stood in front of them. A tall, slender person with a buzzed head, wearing a bright green uniform. He looked lost. Or maybe drunk? Caden frowned, feeling uneasy as the stranger stumbled closer. Casually he let his awareness drift outward.

At first he couldn’t sense anything from the intruder at all. And then he felt a gentle tug, as if he had brushed against something sticky.

Caden tried probing that sticky spot. He concentrated, and pain lanced through his brain like he’d just eaten something very cold way too fast. He gasped, instinctively pulling inward again. His hand went to the pendant around his neck, the one he always wore for luck and protection.

“What’s wrong?” his mom asked, gripping his shoulder.

The figure stepped out from beneath the trees, and now they could see him clearly: large, dark eyes, a sharp nose, full lips, hollowed-out cheeks. It was a handsome face. A familiar face. His eyes were a little too big, his lips chapped, and he moved strangely, as if he’d been out at sea for months and was just getting used to walking on land…

But still Caden recognized his older brother.

Caden felt the surprise from his mom, an explosion of bright yellow lanced through with worrying squiggles of black. But his own emotions were as flat and empty as a brand-new notebook.

This wasn’t real.

Caden knew that. It was a dream. Any second now and his brother would vanish, melting away like ice cream left out in the sun.

As Aiden staggered toward them, Caden felt his mom’s grip on his shoulder tightening, her fingers digging in painfully. He focused on that sharpness. It grounded him much more effectively than imagined roots.

His brother was gone. Exorcised. Destroyed completely. How could he possibly be standing here now?

“Please,” Aiden said, his voice a harsh rasp, his thin body swaying. “Help me?” He held his hands out toward them. “They’re looking… for me. I need… hide…” His eyes rolled up in his head, and he collapsed at the edge of their yard in a tangle of limbs.
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