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ALICE WATCHED THE BLOOD POOL into a dip in the asphalt. It was darker than she’d imagined—thicker. It began to spill over, creeping toward the toe of her sneaker. She stepped back.


The headlights from Hadley’s car pierced through the blackness like a neon sign, its message a blatant warning: Keep moving. Way too much to see here.


“Alice, honey, we need to hurry.”


Someone killed the engine. She knelt down, her eyes adjusting to the dark. Three flashlights flicked on in quick succession, their beams crossing back and forth as the word “hurry” hung in the air. She watched one of them pause on a wrist. Two fingers with black nail polish took center stage, searching for a pulse they would never find.


Olivia’s voice broke the silence. “He’s gone. Alice, you still with us?”


“Relax. Just give her a minute.”


“I can’t believe it came to this.”


“He didn’t give us much of a choice,” she heard herself say.


“No,” Soxie agreed. “No, he didn’t.”


There was no turning back. It was done. She felt a hand on her shoulder.


“It’s okay if you need to sit the rest of this out.”


Alice stood and looked around. The desert was dark and quiet. Cold. It was the last place she expected to be, in the end.


She looked into her friend’s eyes, barely visible in the moonless night.


“No. Let’s finish this.”











[image: image]












chapter 1One year earlier






“Sweetheart, can you get that?”


Alice set down the glass she was unwrapping and peeled herself off the kitchen floor.


“Coming!” she called, weaving her way through stacks of boxes. Something furry and black darted in front of her. She tripped.


“Dammit, Boop!”


He meowed like his tail had just been caught in a mousetrap.


“Oh, like it’s my fault?”


Yellow eyes regarded her with scorn. The doorbell rang again.


“Alice! Can you please get the door?”


“COMING!”


She hopped to the foyer as Boop ran figure eights between her legs. Exasperated, she scooped him up and held him tight to her chest as she pulled the door open with her free hand.


“Yes?” she said, with maybe a bit too much bite.


“Hi, I’m David.”


He was as handsome as they come, and she was suddenly very aware of her ratty appearance. She attempted to smooth her hair back but was interrupted by claws digging into her neck. The stranger on her doorstep stepped forward.


“Aw, hi, kitty,” he said, reaching toward the squirming feline.


Boop flattened his ears and hissed. Then a razor-sharp claw sliced into Alice’s arm.


“Ow!” she cried, releasing her hold. Boop leapt over her shoulder and disappeared back into the house, leaving her disheveled and more than a little embarrassed.


“Nice cat.”


“Sorry,” she said, licking her finger to dab at the fresh wound. “He’s not usually like that. I think he’s just stressed from the move.”


“Colorado, right?”


She looked up. His green eyes sparkled in the afternoon sun. “How did you know that?”


He smiled. A devilish sort of smile. The kind tall, dark, and swoon-worthy guys like him perfected. The kind girls like her needed to be leery of.


“License plate,” he said, gesturing casually behind him to the Volvo in the driveway.


“Oh. Right. Sorry, who are you again?”


“David Martin. I live down the block. Saw the moving truck and thought I’d stop by, welcome you to the neighborhood.”


“Oh, okay. Thanks.” He seemed nice enough, but something about him was unsettling.


“So … Do you have a name? Or should I just call you ‘girl with the psycho cat’?”


She laughed and extended her hand. “Sorry. I’m Alice. Alice Daniels.”


He took her hand in his. The unsettling feeling increased tenfold.


“Alice,” he repeated, leaning forward until his face was inches from hers. “It’s nice to meet you.”


Smiling uneasily, she pulled hard until she wrenched free from his grasp.


“Hello. Can we help you?”


His eyes darted over her shoulder, and he didn’t miss a beat.


“You must be Ms. Daniels.”


Alice turned as her mother paused at the doorway. She could tell from her face she was already smitten; it took everything in her power not to roll her eyes.


“Mom, this is David. He lives down the street and stopped by to welcome us to the neighborhood.”


“Well, isn’t that nice,” her mom said as she reached out to shake his hand. “Good to meet you, David. And call me Judy. Do you go to Remington?”


“I do,” he said, glancing at Alice. “You too? Senior?”


Something told her he already knew that. Her eyes wanted to narrow, but it would be too obvious. So she just said yes instead.


He slapped his palm on his thigh. “Then you have to come to the real party tonight!”


“As opposed to a fake one?”


“Alice,” Judy tsked. “Don’t be rude.”


He chuckled. “Sorry, that was confusing. The Remington Reel. It’s kind of a newsletter-slash-blog. They’re having a back-to-school party tonight.”


“Well, that sounds like fun. She’d love to come.”


“Mom …” Alice said, grabbing hold of her mom’s arm and squeezing tight. “I thought we were unpacking tonight.”


Judy ignored her. “David, just tell us when she should be ready.”


He dug his hands in his pockets and slid his gaze back to Alice. “Pick you up at eight.”
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“You realize he could be a serial killer.”


Judy shook her head as she cut into a box of books. “You’re so dramatic. He seemed perfectly nice.”


“So did Ted Bundy.”


“Alice, would a serial killer stop by just to welcome you to the neighborhood?”


“Are you kidding? Yes. One hundred percent, yes.”


Judy tossed the box cutter on the floor and pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’m sorry, honey. You’re right. I was just trying to help.”


“It’s okay, Mom. But you don’t have to worry about me. I’m fine. I promise.”


Judy closed her eyes and nodded. They spent the rest of the afternoon unpacking in silence.
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Alice was in the tub reading when the doorbell rang at eight.


It had been a long day. The last thing she wanted to do was to go to a not-fake party with a guy who might be planning to chop her into little pieces. She heard the front door open and craned her neck to listen. The sound of muffled voices carried up the stairs. She waited, silently urging her mom to get rid of him faster. Normally she’d feel guilty for bailing, but in this case she just felt relieved when the front door finally closed. Even the house seemed to shudder and settle back into its eighty-year-old foundation, as if breathing a sigh of relief on her behalf.


She tossed her damp Austen paperback aside, leaned back, and sank further into the warm water. The drip-drip of the old faucet echoed in the cavernous bathroom, putting her in a trancelike state. She counted the seconds between each drop, wondering how long before it would need to be fixed. Her grandparents’ house may have once been the nicest on the street, but now, after sitting empty and neglected for longer than most HOAs allow, it was the neighborhood eyesore.


She stared at the peeling wallpaper with the faded yellow daisies. All she could do was imagine them when they were new and vibrant. When two little girls shared this same clawfoot tub, covered in bubbles and giggling.


It had to be strange for her mom. Coming back here after all this time, dusting off old furniture full of memories. She thought about how angry her aunt Molly had been when she found out—the vitriol in her voice as she shouted through the phone. Alice had been ten feet away and had still heard both sides of the conversation, loud and clear.


You know how I feel about that place!


I’m sorry, Molly. But this isn’t about you.


Fine. At least let Alice come live with me. Don’t drag her down with you.


She’s my daughter. Not yours. And it’s her choice.


I’ll never forgive you for this! Do you hear me?


Alice closed her eyes, held her breath, and pulled herself under. She stayed like that for several seconds, relishing the calm beneath the surface. The quiet. Her life for the past year had been too chaotic. The affair. The divorce. It sucked leaving the only real home she’d ever known, but it was getting too hard watching Judy struggle to cope—seeing her break apart bit by bit with each passing day. They’d had to leave. And Phoenix had been the only option.


Her lungs began to burn. She opened her eyes, imagining what it must have been like for Molly, lying here under ten inches of water that slowly turned red.


Her mom was pounding on the door. “Alice?”


She broke through the surface, inhaling and squeezing her eyes shut from the sting of the soap. “Yes?”


“That boy David left the address to the party, in case you change your mind. It’s only a few blocks away.”


“Not interested.”


“Honey, he had friends with him. Even a couple of girls. Are you sure?”


Alice put her head in her hands. If she didn’t go, Judy would pester her for days, her guilt somehow threatening to suffocate them both.


“Fine. But I’m not staying long.”
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The Remington Reel—Friday, August 17th Back-to-School Bash







Attention all Senior Sharks! One final reminder about tonight’s back-to-school party at Chez Carver. It’s your last weekend of freedom before senior year officially begins, so don’t waste it at home binge-watching your favorite serial. It’ll still be there tomorrow, so get off your lazy butt and live a little. Your forty-year-old self will thank you. Link to directions here.


See you there!


Your friends at The Reel
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There was still enough light left in the sky, so she decided to walk. Even with her hair wet, it was still hot. She pulled at her shirt, wondering if a sundress would have been a better idea. But as usual, she’d gone with comfortable and safe: a plain T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers. If Chloe and Rachel were with her now, they’d probably scoff. Chloe would say something like, “It’s a party, Alice, not a baseball game.” Rachel would laugh and tell Chloe to back off while secretly agreeing with her, then gently convince Alice to at least put on some makeup.


As pushy as they could be, they were still her two closest friends. Her only friends, if she was being honest. And of course she was going to miss them, but part of her had always felt like an outsider to their dynamic duo—the new girl they adopted in second grade when it just so happened three was more fun than two. They’d always be her friends, but the truth was she’d never felt easy in their spotlight and they had to be tired of dragging her, kicking and screaming, into it.


She looked down, watching each boring sneaker as it stepped in front of the other, as she slowly walked through the stifling heat toward her new life. She may have been born here, but this place had never been home, and after her grandparents’ passing ten years ago, it had become even less so. There had never been a reason for them to come back.


Until now.


She teased her wet hair with her hands and looked up at the smattering of stars competing with the fading light. At least it was just one year. It was just high school. She’d get through it—maybe even learn to like it here.


She slowed her pace and closed her eyes, listening for the sounds of the desert. Aunt Molly had made her do this once when they were hiking near Estes Park. “Close your eyes and listen,” she said. “Maybe the forest will sing for you.” To her dismay, Alice never heard a thing, but Molly swore up and down that it was singing. She just wasn’t listening hard enough.


She smiled as she thought of her strange and beautiful aunt. If anyone could make listening to trees seem de rigueur, it was Molly.


Well, it wasn’t like she was in a hurry. She slowed her pace even more, extending her awareness, trying to make her aunt proud.


She listened. Distant traffic hummed. Palm leaves rustled. Otherwise, nothing that could be construed as “song.” The desert was not obliging. She frowned, straining to listen harder. She worked on parsing out and identifying each new noise before moving on to the next. A car horn. A faraway siren. A lawn mower that could be a leaf blower—she wasn’t sure.


And then, suddenly, there it was. Cicadas. How had she missed them? Once she noticed them, they were impossible to ignore. The sound was strong and determined, mocking her for the oversight. It filled the air, ebbing and flowing like the constant rolling of ocean waves. The rhythm was subtle, but it was there. Molly was right. The desert was singing.


She would have laughed out loud, but a strange tickle in her stomach pulled her from the insect aria. She stopped and looked down, wondering if one of the little buggers had somehow flown down her shirt. But it wasn’t that kind of tickle. No … it was more of a tingle. A tingle inside her stomach, like the kind she felt when she was nervous or excited. Only this was much stronger. So strong it felt like there really could be a bug in there, buzzing around and maybe even helping itself to the pepperoni pizza she’d eaten for dinner.


Something was definitely happening. She looked back up, peering into the dim light of dusk and the long sidewalk that stretched ahead. Nothing seemed out of place. Most of the houses around her were lit from within, their occupants settling in for post-dinner television or putting young children to bed. Vehicles were already tucked into garages, and with the exception of her cicadas, the neighborhood was quiet.


Her stomach moved again, this time with more force. It was nudging her like an invisible hand, all but pulling her backward. Whatever was happening, it was happening behind her. Her breath held and her hands shaking, she slowly turned around.


A blue car was idling in the middle of the street, two houses down, sitting there like it was waiting for a row of geese to cross the road. Only there were no geese. Or turtles, or lizards, or whatever else might cross a road in Phoenix. There was nothing but empty blacktop and an unexplainable feeling that the driver of the car was stopped because of her. She stared at the dark figure behind the wheel, convinced with every fiber of her being that the figure was staring back. Her heart began to race and the tingling in her stomach turned to a flutter, like a butterfly flapping its wings for the first time.


The car began slowly accelerating toward her.


At that moment a tsunami of feelings slammed into her all at once, nearly sucking the air from her lungs. Confusion. Excitement. Anxiety. Euphoria. Before she could even take a breath, the flutter in her stomach turned into a frenzy—this time like a thousand butterflies taking flight. Or maybe even locusts. It was so intense she clutched her midsection, lest the swarm of locusts exit her belly button and bring with it the end of days.


It frightened her. Not because she was scared of whoever was in that car. Because in fact she had an irrational urge to throw herself in front of it. To stop it from driving away, stop it from ever, ever leaving.


It made no sense, and that’s what scared her. That’s what made her turn and run.


It felt wrong, somehow. Like she was running from something she should be running to. Yet her feet barely touched the ground as she sprinted into the night. She ran and ran, ignoring the stitch in her side and the pepperoni threatening to come back up. Whether her actions were rational or not, she didn’t care. She was spooked.


She was in decent shape but not a typical runner in the athletic sense—yoga was more her thing—so it was only a matter of time before she lost steam and had to stop to catch her breath. After a couple minutes bent over and wheezing, she almost forgot why she had been running in the first place.


When she finally stood and turned around, the street behind her was empty, and her butterflies were gone. She couldn’t help but wonder if they’d ever been there at all.
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She had to backtrack ten blocks to get to the address David had left her. She considered heading home, but when she saw all the cars parked on the street, curiosity got the better of her. She needed a distraction. A dose of normal to drown out the abnormal.


Whoever ran The Remington Reel had gone all out for a back-to-school party. A banner displaying their class year hung from the roof, and the trees out front were covered in purple-and-white lights. Her new school colors.


She twisted her hair into a top knot and ascended the steps to the front porch. A few kids were leaning against the railing, vaping. She noticed one of them pass eyes over her, then quickly lose interest. It surprised her at first, until she remembered she was alone. Chloe and Rachel were the head-turners. She’d always been more filler.


Attempting not to look as self-conscious as she felt, she ignored the vapers and made her way to the front door, which was ajar. She squared her shoulders and pushed through.


The outside made her expect more, but on the inside, it was just a typical party. Loud music. Red solo cups. Random bits of pretzels and popcorn littering the floor. People huddled in their respective groups, chatting about whatever amazing show was streaming or debating the latest hot-button topic trending on social media.


She gave a group of dancing girls a wide berth, eyeing the amber liquid as it spilled from their cups, and paused to watch a trio of guys in the corner playing with VR glasses. Even with life happening five feet away, they seemed perfectly content with the virtual over the real.


With no obvious icebreaker at the ready, she slowly navigated her way through the house and did her best to blend in. She made eye contact with a few people, and even smiled once or twice. But nobody seemed interested in starting a conversation, so she kept moving.


Eventually she made it to the backyard, which was clearly the hub of the party. It was landscaped and well adorned, full of twinkling white lights and purple balloons. Partygoers mingled around tables of food while others sat on the edge of a bean-shaped pool, cooling their feet in the lukewarm water.


“Welcome back, Sharks!” shouted a voice through a megaphone.


Alice automatically looked up. Someone in a shark costume was standing on the second-floor balcony with a water cannon. And he wasn’t alone.


“Suck it, Tapper!” a guy by the pool yelled.


There was no time to react. Four heavy streams of water began pummeling the backyard, one of them hitting her square in the sternum before she realized what was happening. She sputtered as water ricocheted up her nose, then stumbled backward as another stream made contact with her stomach. Within seconds a joyful sort of chaos erupted—everyone running, screaming, and laughing at the same time. Alice ducked and ran toward the house, soaked to the bone by the time she was out of the line of fire.


She couldn’t help but laugh along with everybody else. She was a drowned rat, but the cool water felt nice just the same.


A girl with wet hair plastered to her face stopped next to her, giggling like a maniac. Together they laughed, almost hugging each other over the absurdity of their situation.


“Come on,” the girl said. “Let’s get inside and dry off.”


Alice stopped to wring out her shirt before following her toward the sliding glass doors.


“Wet T-shirt contest. Nice.”


Her back stiffened. His voice was easy to recognize; it was full of confidence, with a heavy dose of rude. Watching with disappointment as her new friend disappeared into the house, she pulled her shirt away from her body and kept it there before turning around.


“Hi, David.”


“Glad you made it.”


The wicked gleam in his eye confirmed her earlier suspicions. Okay, maybe he wasn’t a serial killer, but he was definitely not a nice guy. She could feel it.


“Yeah, well. Thanks for the invitation. It was nice seeing you.” She turned to go.


He stepped in front of her. “Whoa, where do you think you’re going?”


She gave him a hard look. “Home. Not that it’s any of your business.”


“After I went through all that trouble to get you here? I don’t think so.”


Inexplicable goose bumps rose on her arms. “You’re kind of a jerk, aren’t you?”


He put his hand to his heart. “That hurts.”


“You’ll live.”


His pupils grew in size, turning his green eyes black in an instant. Her breath caught and she stepped back. What was that? She’d never seen anything like it, except when someone had a flashlight pointed directly into their eyes. Except in that case, the pupils got smaller, not bigger.


He seemed surprised by her reaction; he stared at her like she was a puzzle he was trying to solve. Then he shook his head to clear it, as if he’d simply forgotten what he was talking about. His gaze moved up and down her body in a revolting once-over.


“On second thought, why am I wasting my time?” he said, posturing for anyone within earshot. “You look like a crappy lay.”


Her mouth dropped open. She couldn’t believe her ears. “Excuse me?”


“And let’s face it, you’re not exactly a stunner in the looks department.”


Someone snickered. He might be right, but she still saw red. At times like these, she liked to channel Aunt Molly. “Don’t ever undervalue your worth, Bunny,” she used to say. “And when you have to, don’t be afraid to fight back. Your strength will always save you.” This probably wasn’t the situation she had in mind, but practice made perfect.


“Let me guess,” Alice said, raising her voice. “You drive some kind of tiny, douchey sports car, right?”


“Porsche!” someone coughed.


She crossed her arms and smirked, happy she’d guessed right. “Well, you know what they say. Small car. Small brain. Small …” She paused to lower her gaze, then gestured to the people listening nearby. “I don’t need to say it, right? They know.”


His eyes blazed, but at least this time they stayed green. “You’re a little bitch.”


She shook her head and laughed. This guy was as basic as they get. He wasn’t worth her time, or her fight. “Goodbye, David.”


She turned and marched into the house, ignoring the whispers. Coming here had been a mistake. School hadn’t even started yet, and she already had an enemy. Sure, he deserved it, but she knew better than to lock horns with a guy just because his eyes turned black and he said something mean.


“Wait, what?”


She jumped in surprise and lifted her hand to her heart, like a startled countess in a period film. A girl with black hair and kohlrimmed eyes was standing in the doorway of the kitchen staring daggers at her. She had exotic features and the kind of style that screamed goth. She reminded Alice of a modern-day Cleopatra. Beautiful, intimidating, and a little bit scary.


“Are you talking to me?” Alice asked.


“Yes,” the girl hissed, stepping closer. “Whose eyes turned black?”


“I never said …” Hang on. Now she really was imagining things. Had David put something in her drink? No. She didn’t have a drink.


“David … David Martin? Are you sure?”


Alice nodded, too stunned to speak.


The girl muttered something and walked away, her black dress and combat boots a stark contrast to the sea of trendy around her. If Alice didn’t know any better, she’d think scary goth girl had just read her mind.


Goth Girl stopped and shot her a scathing look. Alice felt her heart leap into her throat. It was definitely time to go.


She took a shortcut through the kitchen and into the dining room, a room that boasted an aquarium wall with tropical fish and an enormous light fixture made of antlers. A raucous card game was taking place around a black lacquer table. A guy with an Ace of Clubs stuck to his forehead sprang from his chair.


“You must be the new girl,” he said, slightly out of breath. “Alice, right?”


“Yes,” she said, shaking his hand and searching for the exit.


“I’m Remington Carver. This is my party.”


She paused. “Remington?”


“Yeah, I know. Came in handy, though, when the school tried to shut down The Reel. Can’t stop me from using my own name, can they?”


“I guess not. Listen, it was nice meeting you. I have to go.”


“Wait!” he said, and looked back over his shoulder. “Aaron, get over here. You gotta meet the new minnow.”


She blinked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


A paunchy kid in a bow tie and starchy vest sidled up to Remington. A lollipop was stuck in his mouth. He pushed it to the side, forming a lump in an already chubby cheek, and extended his hand. “Aaron Tapper. No relation to the CNN guy.”


She shook his hand, then turned back to Remington. “What do you mean, minnow?”


“Oh … I figured someone told you by now.”


“Told me what?”


He and Aaron exchanged looks. Aaron pulled the lollipop out of his mouth with a loud pop.


“Sharks and minnows,” he said. “You know, the pool game. You’re the new minnow, and all the Sharks want a bite.”
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She stormed home in a rage. So that’s what David was up to? Hoping to get the first bite out of Remington’s new minnow? It was so degrading and wrong. But it also made sense. A guy like David wouldn’t normally spit in her direction, let alone go out of his way to “welcome her to the neighborhood.” What a joke.


At least she didn’t fall for it. She smiled as she remembered the look on his face when he realized he’d lost. But then, his eyes—


The sound of a car slowing behind her put her on alert. She twisted around and lifted her hand to block the harsh beams. When it pulled up next to her, a figure popped through the sunroof.


If she hadn’t been so distracted, she might have had time to dodge what was coming. Unfortunately, she didn’t.


“Fish out of water!” yelled a familiar voice just as a bucket of something foul-smelling was thrown in her face.


The little black Porsche peeled away, vicious laughter echoing in the empty street behind it. Alice watched it go in utter shock as she stood there, her arms lifted and her mouth hanging open, covered in slimy water and fish guts.
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It was 2:00 a.m. by the time she decided to take action. After showering and shampooing her hair three times, she flipped and flopped for hours, reliving the night’s events. Jerks aside, it was just plain weird. Eyes turning black. Girls who read minds. Strange cars idling in the road.


She brought her hand to her belly as she stared at the ceiling. Her stomach was quiet. No fluttering or buzzing wings. Just … emptiness. Longing. She felt like her heart was being squeezed by the longing. But longing for what?


Ants were crawling all over her body; she could not sit still. So she threw on some leggings and a hoodie, grabbed a carton of eggs, and snuck out the back door.


It didn’t take long to find his house. His douchey little car was parked at the top of the driveway.


She waited on the other side of the street to ensure the coast was clear. It gave her time to study his house, an Italian villa–type mansion that could have been plucked straight from the hills of Tuscany. It was hard not to admire its beauty. Too bad it was wasted on a guy like David.


The house was dark, nothing but dim solar lights lining the drive. After waiting another few minutes for signs of movement, she pulled her hood down as far as it would go and darted across the road.


It was too much to hope that he’d have left it unlocked—not his precious, elitist Porsche. But when she squatted down next to it, she discovered something even better. The dummy left the sunroof open.


Oh, this was good. She only hoped he slept in late so the sun had ample time to bake her gifts into the upholstery. Minnow, my ass, she thought. I’M the shark.


She started out slow, quietly cracking eggs and leaning over the top to deposit their contents inside. But it wasn’t long before she was smashing them on the roof and letting their goo pool on the edge before pouring down in yolky streams. She saved a few for the shiny black paint, pitching them at the car like baseballs, not at all concerned with the noise she was making. She was having too much fun to care.


“Enjoy your Porsche omelet, asshole,” she sang with a laugh.


Without warning a light flicked on, blazing through a window by the garage and nearly sending her into cardiac arrest. She fell flat to the ground like a starfish, blood pounding in her ears. Crap. She’d never considered what would happen if she got caught. What if they called the police? She’d be humiliated, not to mention possibly charged with vandalism. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all.


Seconds ticked by in agonizing silence. She might not be visible from the house, but the longer she stayed in this position, the more vulnerable she became. Psyching herself up, she pressed her palms into the concrete and prepared to make a break for it.


Then she heard it. It wasn’t a scream; it was more like a strangled yelp. Muffled, but definitely a sound of distress. She froze in a half push-up and lifted her head to listen.


There it was again.


Part of her wanted to ignore it. What business was it of hers, anyway? She shouldn’t even be here. But even as she tried to talk herself out of it, she knew she was going to investigate. Curiosity didn’t just kill cats, apparently.


With a resigned (silent) sigh, she pushed herself off the ground and crept toward the lit window, tiptoeing like a burglar in an old-timey film. God, she hoped they didn’t have security cameras; how embarrassing would that be.


At the sound of glass breaking, she threw herself flat against the exterior wall. Even through her hoodie, she could feel the rough stucco as she pressed her back against it. It was warmer than she expected, still trapping heat from a sun that had set hours earlier.


Despite the warmth, the sound of someone’s voice sent immediate chills through her body. Thankfully, it was coming from inside the house, which meant whoever was in there probably didn’t know she was here. Eager to get this investigation over with, she sidestepped closer to the window to listen.


“This is annoying. Why is it taking so long?”


“Colin wants it done tonight.”


They were female voices. David must have sisters. She wondered if they hated him as much as she did.


“Still can’t believe we missed it.”


“Hadley, get real. David’s always been an asshole. Why would we ever think he was infected?”


“Maybe because it’s our job?”


“Please. We hunt demons. We’re not psychics.”


What did she just say? Alice shimmied closer to the window and slowly peered around the edge.


It took a moment to process what she was seeing. It was a large bedroom, full of sleek and expensive furniture. The bland colors and minimalist design screamed David; they were cold and uninviting, just like him. A white leather chair sat in the middle of the room. David was perched on it, blindfolded. His hands were tied behind his back, and directly in front of him was a freestanding full-length mirror. A tall girl with blond hair stood behind him, holding his head in some kind of choke hold.


Alice sucked in a breath. David was clearly in some sort of trouble. As much as she loathed him, she couldn’t just stand here and do nothing. The blond might look like a supermodel, but she had the physique of an Amazon warrior.


Alice reached for her phone to dial 911, but her hand patted nothing but legging. She glanced down in surprise, then mouthed a curse word at her own stupidity. Of all the times not to bring her phone! Crap on crap. Now what?


Her eyes darted back to David and the bizarre scene unfolding in front of her.


Wonder Woman was struggling to keep his head still. He kicked at the floor, scraping the hardwood with slivers of broken glass from an overturned lamp. A redhead with a mop of curls stood across from them, her arms folded, her stiletto heels stabbing the floor. Her outfit looked like something straight off a Paris runway. For a burglary or kidnapping (or whatever this was), she looked painfully overdressed.


“It should be working by now. Olivia, how much did you give him?”


“Enough,” a voice answered from the other side of the room. “Try again.”


The redhead seemed to take a second to decide. If Alice were to guess, she’d say Miss Devil Wears Prada was the leader of the operation. She carried herself like someone in charge, and the fancy getup only made her more intimidating. Alice stared at her shoes, wondering how on earth she walked in those things, but was interrupted when they suddenly click-clacked across the floor.


She gripped the window ledge as Red stopped next to David, ordered the Amazon to stand down, and pulled the blindfold off his head.


His eyes shot open. From her vantage point, Alice could see them perfectly in the mirror’s reflection—although she wished she couldn’t. Because they were black—not just his pupils but the whole of his eyes, as if they had been injected with ink. She’d seen similar images in movies, but to see it in person … it was beyond disturbing. They weren’t just black; they were true black—that color that wasn’t a color. The one that absorbed instead of reflected light. That was what his eyes had become: little black holes of horror.


As soon as he caught sight of himself, his entire body froze. He stopped struggling and instead focused on his reflection. Gone was the cocky jerk who’d insulted her just a few hours earlier. In his place was someone who looked scared—scared of his own image.


If Alice wasn’t so scared herself, she might have chosen that moment to go and get help. But then something went wrong with the mirror. The surface started moving. It rippled like water in a pond on a windy day. For a moment she thought maybe it wasn’t even a mirror. But then the surface stopped moving, and darkened—from silver, to gray, to black, and then some. It didn’t stop until it was the same color as David’s eyes, so black and so dark that it was no longer a mirror but a tunnel to nowhere.


Her body began to quake. This was bad. She shouldn’t be here. Yet her feet might as well have grown roots. Whatever twisted and messed-up thing she was witnessing, she couldn’t turn away.


David’s mouth opened in a silent scream, the tendons in his neck standing out so sharply they nearly cut through his skin. Alice wanted to scream too, especially when something began oozing out of his eyes—tears of black blood that didn’t fall but instead floated off his face and sliced through the air like exploring tentacles. They moved in jerky, twisting motions, as if the tendrils themselves were afraid. The closer they got to the dark tunnel, the more they seemed to struggle, splitting and branching erratically, trying to avoid the inevitable. But they were no match for the mirror. It was literally inhaling them, like gravity to an imploding star.


Alice’s eyes watered, held open by invisible toothpicks. This couldn’t be real. It had to be a nightmare. Why was she still standing here? Living black licorice had just danced out of David’s eyes. If there was a good time for her to haul ass out of here, it was five minutes ago. Move, she told herself. MOVE.


She didn’t, though, because suddenly everything was normal. Well, normal-ish. One second David’s eyes were being stretched and pulled like sooty rubber bands. The next they were closed, his body was slack, and the surface of the mirror was nothing but a silver piece of glass.


Alice blinked a few times, doubting both her vision and her brain. What did she miss? Where did the black hole go?


“Finally!”


“Okay, it’s gone. Let’s get him back to bed.”


She watched them untie him and start dragging his unconscious body toward the bed. He was already snoring. Well, it was better than dead.


“Olivia, a little help, please?”


Alice gasped. Goth Girl, from the party, walked into her line of sight and then stopped in the middle of the room.


“Wait! Someone’s listening.” Goth Girl turned to the window.


Oh, shit.


There was no need to talk herself into moving this time. Alice’s feet sprang into action before her mind did, slipping and sliding through the damp lawn in a fevered attempt to get away. Far away. That was all that mattered. Aunt Molly was right. Something was wrong with this place.


She darted straight into the street, unaware of the car until it was almost on top of her. Tires screeched, and the smell of burning rubber wafted through the still night air. The shock made her trip over her own feet. She stumbled and fell, landing feet away and seconds shy of being roadkill.


When she lifted her head, she found herself staring into the headlights of a familiar car. Her stomach started swirling out of control, the butterflies and locusts back with a vengeance. She scrambled to her feet, but there was no reason to keep running. Not anymore.


The car door opened. A figure emerged and paused behind it, masked in shadow.


“Who are you?” he asked quietly.


She closed her eyes. That voice. It destroyed her.


“Alice,” she whispered.


The car door closed. Footsteps. Closer. Closer. He was right in front of her. She could sense the energy radiating from his body, feel the slightest breeze from his labored breath. Her pulse quickened.


“Alice,” he repeated.


She opened her eyes.


He was a stranger. An achingly familiar stranger. An impossible, beautiful stranger she would lie down and die for, right this second. She stared into his pale blue eyes, wondering how she’d ever existed without them. It made no sense, yet nothing before had ever made more.


“Where have you been?” he asked.


“I’m here now,” was all she could say.


He slowly reached a hand toward her face, as if confirming she was real. She closed her eyes again.


His touch was fire. Hot, crucial, life-saving fire. Nothing else mattered. Nothing existed before this moment. She was suddenly, and for the first time, awake.


Which was unfortunate, really. Because a second later, she passed out.












chapter 2






The room was dark. Alice waited for her eyes to adjust, rubbing them a couple of times to make sure they were still working. Once satisfied, she pushed herself onto her elbows and looked around.


It was a large bedroom, even larger than David’s, yet somehow cozier. A gaslit fire burned in the corner, and heavy damask drapes covered the windows. Antique furniture and crystal lamps littered the space. It was the kind of room that begged for a cup of hot cocoa and a good book.


Or rather, it would be, if her first instinct wasn’t to get the hell out of it.


She sat up and swung her legs off the bed, pausing for a moment as the blood rushed from her head. She looked down. Her shoes were missing, but at least she was still dressed. She slid off the bed, carefully padded over to a window, and pulled the heavy fabric aside. It was too dark to see much, but when she pressed her nose against the glass, she was able to make out two additional stories beneath her. Unless she planned on tying sheets together and rappelling down, there was no escaping from here.


She turned around and made her way across the room toward the door. She stopped when she noticed her sneakers by the bed. After quickly slipping them on, she tiptoed over to the door and pressed her ear against it. An old grandfather clock chimed somewhere deep inside the house. She waited and counted: four chimes. 4:00 a.m. She really needed to get out of here.


Holding her breath, she slowly turned the knob. The door opened with an almost inaudible click. She gripped the crystal handle and waited, listening. Besides her own heartbeat, she heard nothing. It was probably silly to be acting like the victim of a kidnapping; the door wasn’t locked, and she hadn’t woken up tied to the bed. But still. Her instincts were to get home first and put the puzzle pieces together later. So she entered the hall in search of a quick exit.


The house was a maze of corridors, wide and narrow, each one full of oil paintings, random window seats, and way too many doors. Was she in a hotel? The elevator she came across made her seriously consider the possibility. But it was too quiet and dark to be a hotel, and it had the general feel of a home. A really freaking big one, but still a home.


By the time she made it to the first floor, a clock in the foyer was announcing the quarter hour.


“ … last time, I don’t want any of you going near her.”


She froze like a prisoner caught in a guard tower spotlight. It was that voice again. His voice. A set of blue eyes flashed through her mind, bringing with it the now-familiar flutter in her belly. She glanced down. Light was shining through the bottom of the door to her right. She leaned in to listen.


“… kind of hard considering she’s currently sleeping in my bed.”


It was the redhead from David’s house. She recognized the scratchy, raspy voice.


“I said I’ll handle it, Soxie.”


“But something’s not right.”


“What do you mean?”


“It’s just … I’m getting a weird feeling.”


“Me too.”


It was the Amazonian blond. Her voice was airy and sweet, almost like it was dipped in powdered sugar. So did that mean …


“Same here.”


Yep, the girl in black. The gang was all there.


“What kind of feeling?”


“I know this sounds crazy … but do you think she could be one of us?”


“No.”


“Are you sure? ’Cause it’s starting to feel like—”


“I said NO. Enough!”


Alice jumped at the anger in his voice, which reached her even through the door. Maybe she should be offended, but all things considered, his denial was a relief. What did they mean by “one of us,” anyway? Someone who practiced black magic on privileged white boys? Um, no thanks.


She eyed the front door, ready to make a dash for it. Until something behind her whined.


She spun around. Two very serious-looking Dobermans had snuck up behind her and were now well within biting distance. They had to be eighty pounds each, and they were just standing there, staring at her like she was a giant milk bone. Had they been stalking her through the entire house? The idea made her shudder. If only she weren’t a cat person.


“Nice puppies,” she whispered, putting her hands up and smiling, as if being nice and cordial was the key to their canine hearts. One of them cocked its head to the side. The other one barked. The sound echoed off the marble floor and cathedral ceilings, announcing her presence like a bullhorn.


She closed her eyes. So much for a stealthy exit.


“How long has she been out there?”


“Couple minutes.”


“Dammit, Olivia.”


Before she could even think of moving (not that the Dobies would allow it), the door she’d been eavesdropping through flew open. She cringed before opening her eyes, weirdly embarrassed.


“Alice.”


Even though she was expecting it to be him, her initial response was to go weak in the knees. Levity was the only weapon she had.


“Sorry,” she said. “I think I’m lost. Which way to yesterday?”


Someone behind him snorted. He frowned, stepped forward, and closed the door behind him. The dogs forgot all about her and started bouncing around his feet and howling. In the span of a moment, they’d gone from murderous intruder hunters to frenetic balls of needy fur. All they wanted was attention. They were kind of cute, actually—if you took away the massive, flesh-ripping fangs.


“Are you okay?” he asked, ignoring the dogs. The concern on his face was surprising. It made everything else fade away.


“I am now.”


He smiled. A heart-stopping, megawatt smile. Her locusts and butterflies passed out.


“Come on,” he said, taking her hand in his. “I’ll get you home.”


She again felt a jolt of electricity from his touch. When she looked down at their clasped hands, she no longer cared where she was or what was going on. Because this moment—right now—this was where she’d always been meant to be.


She smiled and let him lead the way.
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He was quiet for the first part of the drive, giving her the opportunity to imagine things she wasn’t sure she should be imagining. Like what his hair would feel like if she reached over and ran her fingers through it, or how comfortable it would be to nestle her head in the crook of his neck. She leaned a few inches left, inhaling his scent—clean and masculine. What was wrong with her? This man was nobody to her. And yet. If Nobody asked her to marry him right now, she’d say yes. She wouldn’t hesitate.


“Where do you live?” he asked instead.


“Um, it’s a couple blocks from Remington High School. Do you know where that is?”


His body seemed to tense. “Yes.”


She nodded, at a loss for what to say next.


“My name’s Colin, by the way.”


She turned to look at his perfect profile. “Colin,” she repeated. “That doesn’t sound right.”


He glanced at her. “Why do you say that?”


“I don’t know. I don’t know what’s happening. Do you?”


He slowed down and pulled over. The sky was that pale gray color it gets just before dawn breaks, when the air is cool and the birds are still. A car blasted its horn as it flew by, making her jump. But Colin didn’t move. He just sat there, staring into the coming morning.


“I need you to forget everything you saw tonight,” he said. “Can you do that?”


She laughed, because crying would be inappropriate. “You can’t be serious.”


“Please. Just promise me you’ll try.” He shot her a look and another smile. This time she spotted a dimple on his right cheek. It was all she could do not to reach out and touch it.


“And if I can’t?”


He stared at her, his eyes lingering for a split second on her mouth. She felt herself lean in, with no conscious decision to do so. All she cared about was the two feet of space between them. It was two too many.


“You have to,” he said, snapping her out of whatever trance she’d just fallen into.


It took a moment for his words to sink in. When they did, they felt heavy—like a threat.


“Wait a second,” she said, leaning back to reclaim her power. “You want me to forget you too, don’t you?”


“Everything. It’s for your own good.” He turned away, as if looking at her was some kind of punishment. It made her … angry.


“Look at me,” she demanded.


He wouldn’t.


“I said, look at me!”


When he did, his eyes were vacant. Haunted, almost.


“I don’t know what I saw tonight, and I don’t care,” she said evenly. “All I know is I saw you. And I’ll never forget that. Ever.”


His breathing turned shallow. “Then I’m sorry, Alice. I really am. But I need you to go. I need you to go now.”


“What?”


He turned away again. “Get out.”


She felt herself begin to panic. He didn’t mean it. He couldn’t. “Colin, can we just—”


“I said, GET OUT!”


It came out of nowhere, and she wasn’t prepared. Up to this point he’d been so gentle and kind. For him to turn on her like this felt wrong—like a betrayal. But his voice was so commanding, even her butterflies and locusts retreated into their cocoons. She had no choice but to retreat with them, exiting the car and slamming the door behind her.


When he drove away, all she could do was stand there on the side of the road, watching helplessly as he took her confused heart with him.


She barely registered the walk home. The sun was just breaking across the horizon as she shuffled through the back door and made her way blindly to her bedroom. Without even bothering to take off her shoes, she fell on the bed and rolled over, pulling the duvet over her head to block out the light.
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Monday came too soon. She’d have preferred to sleep until graduation, but Judy would have noticed. So she made her way to school in the blazing morning sun, sweat forming under the strap of her backpack and dread forming in the pit of her stomach.


She’d spent the rest of the weekend going over what had happened, bouncing between denial and fear. At one point she’d almost convinced herself she’d been drugged. But then her rational brain kept circling back to the one thing she couldn’t let go of.


Demons.


She hadn’t been drugged. She’d felt it the second she opened the door that day. Even Boop had felt it. There was something off about David. She’d seen his eyes turn black. Twice. Then she’d watched three girls perform what she could only assume was some kind of exorcism. But they hadn’t spouted religious texts or donned crucifixes. All they’d used was a mirror. A mirror that turned black …


Despite the heat, she shivered. Colin had asked her to forget everything she saw. But that was before he left her on the side of the road, blindsided, with a heart smashed to pieces. She hated him for that. And hate was easier to handle than the other thing.


It came down to a simple choice, really: forget and move on, or dig deeper, regardless of what might lie beneath.


It was a short debate.


She’d start with David.
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She didn’t spot him until she was on her way to fifth period. He was crossing the triangular patch of green by the cafeteria aptly named the Triangle, according to the school map she’d received at orientation.


She paused for a moment to watch him. He carried himself with such confidence and entitlement. She could almost see the privilege he took for granted seeping from his pores.


She gripped her books to her chest like a shield and made her way across the grass, waiting until she was almost on top of him before calling his name.


He gave her a bored glance, then a double take. “Yeah, I’m David … Oh, you’re that new girl from Colorado. Alice, right?”


“Ha ha. Very funny. You know who I am.”


He stepped back and gave her a quick once-over. It was so crude and so David. If only she could slap him. That would make everything she’d been through in the past seventy-two hours worth it.


“Sorry, Alice from Colorado,” he said, his tone anything but apologetic. “If we hooked up or something, consider it a one-time thing. And you’re welcome.”


Her stomach turned. “Jesus! No. No, we did NOT hook up.”


“Fine, whatever,” he said, his eyes wandering as his attention waned. “You want an autograph or something?”


She did her best to stay calm. It wouldn’t surprise her if David was a pathological liar. But right now, he seemed genuinely clueless.


“You … really don’t remember?” she asked.


“Oh my god,” he said to the sky. “You’re already boring me, new girl. What do you want?”


She couldn’t help but let her mouth fall open. This was not what she was expecting.


“Nothing, I guess,” she finally managed. “My mistake.”


He made a pfft sound and then walked away, making sure she heard him whisper, “Pathetic,” before he was out of earshot.


It was hard to say who was more confused at this point—David, or her. She hadn’t gotten the same unsettling feeling she had the day he’d shown up at her door, but he didn’t seem all that different either. He was still an—


“Asshole,” finished a voice behind her.


She whirled around—almost dropping her books in the process, like a proper dingbat. Goth Girl—


“Please,” Goth Girl said, putting her hand up in a stop gesture. “My name’s Olivia. If you call me Goth Girl one more time, I’ll lose it. And you’re right: David is an asshole. Demon or no demon.”


Alice just stared at her. She didn’t know what to say. Or think.


Olivia folded her arms in front of her. “For the record, we’re not witches.”


“Witches?” Alice said. Her mind started to spin. Who said anything about witches?


Olivia gestured randomly to students rushing past. “Them, usually. But I know you’re smart enough to make up your own mind.”


Alice spared her peers a quick glance. Some of them seemed agitated by Olivia’s presence, quickening their pace as they walked by.


“But how … You don’t know me. You don’t know anything about me.” She’d meant to sound brave, but it came out like a question. Olivia rolled her eyes.


“Okay, maybe you’re not that smart.”


Alice gripped her books tighter, annoyed at her own stupidity. The girl could read minds for God’s sake. Of course she knew who she was. She probably knew what she had for breakfast.


“Fine, I’ll admit that was dumb,” she said, slightly embarrassed. “Can you please just tell me what is going on? Who are you?”


Olivia smiled. “You’re asking the wrong question, Alice.”


The late bell rang, and the energy around them faded as people disappeared into buildings and classrooms. Within seconds, she and Olivia were alone on the Triangle.


“I don’t know what you mean.”


Olivia stepped forward. She placed her hands on Alice’s shoulders and leaned her forehead into hers. It was strange and awkward, yet one of the most pleasantly intimate moments of her life. She didn’t want it to end.


“I hope one day you do,” Olivia whispered.


Alice felt her mouth go dry. She had a sinking feeling Olivia was saying goodbye, and it nearly shattered her.


“It’s only goodbye if you let it be,” Olivia said. “It’s up to you, Alice.”


Then she let go and walked away without another word.


Alice felt colder as the space between them grew. She ached to stop her, but her heart and her head were no longer in alignment. So she just stood there like an idiot as Olivia turned the corner into the glass walkway and vanished into thin air.
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According to Merriam-Webster, the definition of “Occam’s razor” is as follows:




A scientific and philosophical rule that entities should not be multiplied unnecessarily, which is interpreted as requiring that the simplest of competing theories be preferred to the more complex or that explanations of unknown phenomena be sought first in terms of known quantities.





It took a few days, but Alice eventually narrowed it down to two theories. One, supernatural forces were at work. Two, she was imagining things. It was clear which was the simplest of the two, but it did little to ease her mind.


And then there were the mirrors.


They stopped working properly. There was no other way to put it. At first it was subtle: She’d be brushing her teeth or washing her face and could swear her reflection’s movements were just a second too slow. She’d blink, watch herself blink back, and then get out of the room as fast as possible, the heebie-jeebies taking over her body in waves.


After a while, these “malfunctions” became more pronounced. Her reflection stopped moving a second behind and instead started moving seconds ahead. Sometimes she had to scramble to catch up with it, which made her wonder if she was living in an alternate universe stuck on fast-forward.


It wasn’t until she was getting ready for bed one night, flossing with her back to the mirror, that she came to terms with what was going on.


It was the light tap on her shoulder that did it. She nearly jumped out of her skin, wondering if her reflection had graduated to physical contact. The fact that she was referring to it as a separate entity confirmed just how bad things were getting.


It felt like ages before she was brave enough to turn around. When she finally did, all she found was plain old Alice staring back at her, a string of floss dangling from her teeth.


Then something happened.


Her brown eyes, always a smidge too far apart, were suddenly in the right place. And green. Emerald green. They widened as her lifeless brown hair pulled itself into tight, bouncy red curls. With a gasp she slammed her eyes shut and gripped the sides of the sink, ignoring the urge to run. Running was pointless. Besides, she had to see. She had to know. When she opened her eyes again, they had turned a vibrant, cornflower blue. Wavy blond locks cascaded down her back, and the floss hanging from her perfect lips was somehow charming. She felt a lump form in her throat, already knowing what was coming next. Rather than delay the inevitable, she focused on the image and, slowly but deliberately, blinked.


Olivia stared back at her, her dark eyes full of sadness and longing.


At that point, she simply turned around and went to bed. When she awoke the next morning, the string of dental floss was still stuck in her teeth, and she was still 99 percent sure she was losing her mind.
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In a way, she was relieved. Psychosis she understood. It wasn’t ideal, but at least it was real.


It was also in her blood.


No one ever talked about it. All she knew was that it had happened. But if she had any chance of beating this thing, she needed to know more. So, one night in late October—over a typical dinner of chicken and vegetables—she bit the bullet and asked.


“Mom, will you tell me about Aunt Molly?”


Judy speared a piece of broccoli with her fork. The prongs scraped the plate harder than usual. “What about her?”


“You know what I mean.”


“Honey, it’s in the past.”


Of course. That was always her mom’s go-to whenever she didn’t want to talk about something. It’s in the past. Well, past or no, Alice needed to know. She deserved to know.


They argued this point for some time, until Alice finally admitted that she already knew what Molly had done. She’d known since she was eight.


“How?” Judy asked.


“Because I have ears, that’s how!”


It was amazing what parents thought children didn’t pick up on when they were literally one room away.


“Okay. Did you know it wasn’t the first time?” Judy snapped.


Alice nearly coughed up her water on that one. “What? She tried it before?”


“Yes,” Judy said, waving her napkin like a white flag before tossing it on her plate. “Your grandparents were at their wit’s end. The inpatient program was their last hope.”


Alice glanced down, wondering if that was where she was headed. “But it helped, right? She was better after that?”


“I guess. I mean, yes. Better, but different.”


“Different how?”


Her mom’s gaze turned distant, as if she was mining deep within her memories for the right one. She took a sip of wine before responding, “Her priorities changed.”


It was an answer, but Alice had been hoping for more. A lot more. She prodded Judy to elaborate.


“Oh, honey, I don’t know. She was suddenly just so … happy.”


“Gee. How awful that must have been.”


Judy gave her a look. “Don’t be smart. You didn’t know her like I knew her. Molly was never your typically happy kid. She was anxious and worried, all the time. Making a simple decision like what color sweater to wear could send her into a two-day tailspin. We tried, but we didn’t know how to help her. If things weren’t exactly the way she pictured them in her mind, she’d fall apart. And then after she …” Judy took another sip of wine, looking overwhelmed.


Alice placed a hand on her arm. “It’s okay, Mom. Just tell me.”


Judy smiled weakly, the moisture in her eyes reflecting the light of the old chandelier. “It was awful. It was the closest she ever came; the doctors said we almost lost her. We were relieved when she pulled through, but we never expected her to get better overnight. These things take time. Therapy. Medications. God knows she’d tried them all. But then … two weeks later, she’s out of the hospital and she’s a completely different person. The first thing she wanted to do was go shopping, of all things.”


Alice laughed. “Definitely sounds like Molly.”


“You don’t understand. Your aunt had severe social anxiety. To her, before, going shopping was like standing in front of a firing squad. We always did it for her. And then bam—all of a sudden she wanted to be a part of everything; she wanted to do everything. Not just shopping. Every weekend she was out dancing, or taking off on a whim to go white water rafting. For God’s sake, she even went hang gliding. Forget about college and bills; she didn’t care. She just wanted to have fun and be fabulous. It was impossible to keep up with her. Don’t get me wrong, we were thrilled she was better, but … it was a lot to take in. She was a lot to take in.”


Alice couldn’t help but sense some jealousy on her mom’s part. Did she resent Molly for getting better? Seemed harsh. Then again, so was cutting your own wrists and leaving yourself to drown in a pool of crimson water. Alice had no business judging either of them.


“And then you were born,” her mom said.


Alice’s head shot up. “Me? What did I have to do with anything?”


The look on Judy’s face was incredulous. “Are you kidding? It had everything to do with you. You’re the only reason she stuck around. If it weren’t for you, she would have taken off on some crazy adventure and we never would have seen her again. You know she slept by your crib for a week straight after we brought you home from the hospital—I told you that, right?”


Alice couldn’t help but smirk. To this day, whenever Molly stayed over she’d wake up to find her sleeping on the bed next to her, Boop purring happily between them. It was nice to know she had something to do with her aunt’s recovery, but the pressure sometimes got to her. Seeing Molly always made her a tad nervous—like she was about to be graded on a test she’d never taken.


Judy pressed her fingers into her temples and closed her eyes. Alice knew that meant a migraine was coming on, and dinner was almost over. But she had one more question to ask.


“Why was she so angry about us moving back here?”


Judy kept her eyes closed. “Because she hated this place. She hated who she used to be, and she never wanted to be reminded of that person again. But honestly, honey, sometimes I miss her. I miss the old Molly—how close we used to be. I’m happy she’s well, but I never really got to know her again. Isn’t that strange?”


Alice appreciated the question, but she’d never had a sister. She didn’t know what that kind of bond was like. Her mind drifted to the moment Olivia pressed her forehead against hers. She’d felt something then. Something … more.


“Yes,” she answered. “That is strange.”


Judy nodded once, then stood to clear the table.
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Weeks went by, the days blurring together into a kaleidoscope of fear and doubt. Alice avoided mirrors like the plague, and her mom commented once or twice that maybe she should run a comb through her hair. But the last time she’d caught her reflection, the Alice on the other side hadn’t even attempted to mimic her—she’d been too busy pressing her hands against the glass, her mouth open in a frozen scream.


Terrifying didn’t begin to describe it.


Upon seeing this, Alice had smacked her palms against the glass and let out her own bloodcurdling scream. Her reflection had screamed back at her, then done something even worse: dropped to the floor, beneath the mirror and out of sight.


Alice had pushed away and stumbled backward, staring at a mirror that no longer held her reflection. Then she’d crumbled to the bathroom floor and covered her eyes, resigned to the fact that whatever was happening to her was only getting worse.


She needed professional help. But every therapist’s office she called required parental consent, and Judy had been through enough for one year. She tried to reason with them. Couldn’t they make an exception? Her birthday was right around the corner. “Why don’t you give us a call then,” they said. “Thanks for nothing,” she replied.


There was a girl at school named Kara who kind of looked like her. A teacher even got them mixed up once. Alice didn’t know her personally, but she knew she was eighteen. She remembered her carrying around a large display of balloons one day advertising it.


Kara was elated when Alice returned her bag. It was weird that it had turned up in the gym, because she could have sworn she’d had it in statistics. But no matter—after a quick search of the contents, she was delighted to find everything—her iPhone, keys, lip balm, and wallet—accounted for. She was too busy counting the cash inside to notice the missing driver’s license.


[image: image]


“So Kara, tell me what brings you here.”


“I’m seeing things.”


“What kind of things?”


“Every time I look in a mirror, my reflection does something different.”


Dr. Williams looked intrigued. “Can you give me an example?”


Alice didn’t hold back. She unloaded her full bucket of crazy. He scribbled a few notes, then leaned back and gestured to the wall behind her.


“Can you look into that mirror and tell me what you see right now?”


It was the last thing she wanted to do, but maybe this was the only way. The only way to know if she was truly headed for the loony bin.


“It’s okay, Kara. This is a safe space.”


Alice wasn’t sure about that. As spaces went, this one felt cold and sterile. It wasn’t at all what she’d expected based on the movies she’d seen. There were no mahogany shelves or leather-bound books, or an inviting sofa to lie down on. Instead, it was a boxy room with white walls, beige carpet, and a padded bench for a chair.


Dr. Williams stared at her over his marble slab desk, patiently waiting for her to do as he asked. Well, she’d gone to all this trouble. Might as well see it through. Wiping her sweaty palms on her jeans, she slowly stood and turned around.


The Alice in the mirror wasn’t doing anything out of the ordinary. She was just standing there, waiting for answers that might never come.


“She looks so sad.”


“She? Don’t you mean you?”
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