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PROLOGUE { WEDNESDAY MORNING, JUST BEFORE DAWN, DEEP INSIDE A SECRET UNDERGROUND LAB… }


Blake shifted on the hard cot, the Green On! jumpsuit they’d given him scratchy against his skin. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been in here, unconscious. He was dimly aware of drifting in and out, of several people checking his wounds, replacing his bandages, adjusting his IV, but it all seemed fuzzy and dreamlike, the people evaporating like smoke the moment he tried to focus on them.

He’d only become fully awake recently. A day ago? Two? It was impossible to tell down here, where there were no clocks and no windows.

His room was small enough to walk across in three big strides, with four walls made of a thick glass that sent his distorted reflection back at him and a single door set into one of the walls. That door was kept locked at all times; he’d checked. Repeatedly. A toilet and sink sat in a small alcove in one corner, and a cot with one thin blanket was set in the middle, and that was it for comforts.

Since he’d woken up, his only visitor had been a quiet man with pale eyes and graying hair who refused to answer any of his questions. At first, Blake had tried asking if he could talk to his parents, his friends, even Patrick. Anyone who’d be able to tell him what was going on. But the man never responded. He would just set down a tray of food and water and then change Blake’s bandages, as if Blake were nothing more than another piece of lab equipment, before leaving again as silently as he entered.

So Blake gave up trying. Now he just lay on the cot listening to the overhead light buzzing and the increasingly dark spiral of his thoughts.

He’d seen the scientists remove the bugs, had watched as they slit open his stomach and carefully removed the two dark, glistening bodies. He’d been awake through it all. Horribly, terribly awake, since there hadn’t been time to put him under; as they’d rushed him to the lab, his stomach had already been bulging and shifting, the bugs clawing and digging from the inside. It was only afterwards that he’d been able to escape into unconsciousness.

So why was Green On! still keeping him hidden down here if their surgery had been successful? Why not let him recover in a hospital, or at the very least see his parents? There had to be a reason. But the only ones he could think of were sinister. Maybe Green On! planned to keep him down here until everyone on the surface had forgotten about him. And then… what?

He couldn’t help thinking of all the kids who had gone missing from his school. One or two every year, at least. What if all those missing children were here? Deep in the bowels of Green On!, hidden away in a lab that no one knew about, being used in unspeakable experiments…

Blake tried pushing those thoughts away, but the truth was, he’d known something was wrong with this place. Known it the moment he was approached by Patrick Smith, the senior consultant to Green On!, a surprisingly young man with the kind of wide, easy smile his Uncle Gary had taught him never to trust. Blake didn’t always listen to his uncle—the man preferred goats over people, after all—but when he’d gazed into Patrick’s blue eyes, it was like looking into a pond and realizing it was only a shallow puddle; there wasn’t any depth there. No spark of humanity.

Somehow Patrick had known about the impossibly giant bugs Blake had seen in the woods. And in exchange for more details, Patrick had offered him an internship position with Green On!. Blake had accepted despite his misgivings, especially after Patrick promised he would use all the resources at his disposal to find those bugs.

And maybe he’d kept that promise; Blake had no idea. All he knew was that the very monsters he’d left the woods to escape had gotten him anyhow, dragging him deep underground. And even though he’d supposedly been rescued, he hadn’t seen daylight since and was beginning to wonder if he ever would again.

“Beep! Beep! Beep! Shutdown procedures commencing immediately. This is not a drill.”

Blake froze, terror cascading over him in an icy wave. The overhead light flickered like a candle in an open window, making mysterious shadows sway and dance throughout the room as the alarm blared on.

“Beep! Beep! Beep! Everyone to your designated safe rooms. You have fifteen minutes. Countdown begins… now.”

The overhead light flickered one last time, then went out, plunging the room into darkness just as the alarm fell silent.

Blake lay there, his ears full of the sound of his own breathing, harsh and fast, and the rapid pounding of his heart. He’d been here once before when an alarm had gone off. That time, it had ended up being a false nuclear meltdown. He doubted Green On! would make the same mistake again.

Something was wrong. Horribly, terribly, truly wrong.

There was a soft click and a red light filtered down from the ceiling, filling the room with its pulsing bloody glow. Blake pushed himself up to sitting, his head spinning with the movement. He ignored it and the rush of weakness as he yanked the IV from his hand. He had to get out of this place. Now. Or he was certain he would die down here.

He eased himself off the cot, waiting a second for the strength to return to his legs, then stumbled over to the door.

Locked. Of course it was still locked. He was trapped here.

“Beep! Beep! Beep! Fourteen minutes remaining. This is not a drill. Shutdown procedures commencing.”

Frantic now, Blake began pounding on the door, shouting, “Someone? Anyone? Help me! Please!” again and again until his throat ached and his hand went numb and he was forced to stop, panting and terrified and sick with the knowledge that he’d survived having alien bugs crammed down his throat only to die here now, in this place.

“Please,” he whispered, his voice breaking. He leaned his forehead against the cool glass of the door and closed his eyes, the emergency lights painting the backs of his eyelids in vivid red.

The door whooshed open so abruptly he almost fell. He staggered back, staring at the figure framed in the hallway, and for a second his mind went blank and he was back in the caves again, trapped in a giant egg sac.

It oozed around him, warm and sticky, clinging to his chest, his legs, his arms, sliding under his clothes and seeping into his skin, the rancid burning-tire smell of it filling his nostrils. And inside that ooze, the feeling of thousands of tiny bodies wriggling against him, waiting for their kin to burst from his body so they could feed on his guts.

And then she was there, clinging to the rock like some kind of superhero, firelight glinting in her dark eyes, her mouth bared to reveal all of her small sharp teeth as she cut him free with a ferocity he never would have guessed she possessed.

Vivienne Matsuoka, who had saved him. Who was here now, ready to save him again.

Maybe he’d never left the cave, and all of this—the scientists, the lab, the alarm—was just a dream his mind had spun out to fill the short time he had left. And Vivienne was nothing more than a mirage. A last, desperate hope for a savior from somewhere deep inside his soul.

“What are you doing?” Vivienne snapped at him. “Don’t just stand there!”

He blinked, and reality crashed back into him. It wasn’t Vivienne. This woman was much older, her black hair streaked with white, wrinkles fanning out from the corners of her eyes and mouth. Vivienne’s mom, who worked here as the head of the nuclear division. The red lights reflected strangely in her dark eyes and painted her face a garish color, but he still recognized her.

“Wh-what’s going on?” he stammered, his tongue thick in his dry mouth.

“The end of everything,” she said grimly. “Including us, if we don’t get out before shutdown.”

As if on cue, the alarm blared again. “Beep! Beep! Beep! Thirteen minutes remaining. Report to your designated safe rooms immediately.”

“Come on!” she yelled, turning away from him and hurrying down the hall.

Blake forced himself to follow after her. Each step sent pain shooting through his abdomen, but he didn’t slow, didn’t stop. He kept his gaze focused on the back of Mrs. Matsuoka’s lab coat, now noticing the blood smeared in patches across it, the way she held her left arm as she ran, how she was limping slightly.

This, whatever it was, didn’t seem to be a nuclear emergency. So what was it? What could have injured her like that?

He noticed rooms to the left and right of him as he ran. They were made of glass too, and he caught glimpses of other people moving inside them, their arms up, mouths opening and closing soundlessly as they yelled for help. People, trapped the way he had been trapped.

“What about them?” Blake panted.

Mrs. Matsuoka spared one quick glance at the closest room, the corners of her mouth turning down. “I can’t do anything for them. Not right now.”

“But we can’t just leave them—”

Mrs. Matsuoka whirled, grabbing him by the front of the shirt and yanking his face close to hers so abruptly he gasped.

“This is a lockdown,” she hissed. “Once it’s complete, no one gets in, and nothing gets out. I couldn’t just leave you here after what Vivi went through to save you, but there’s no time for me to help anyone else. So either follow me to safety now, or stay and die with the others.” She released him and he stumbled back, crashing against the wall.

Blake rubbed his chest as Mrs. Matsuoka limped away down the hall, not waiting to see what he’d do. He glanced once more into the room behind him and the doomed man inside, and guilt squeezed his heart. That could have been him. He hesitated, not feeling right about just leaving, whatever Mrs. Matsuoka said.

And then from somewhere behind him came an earsplitting scream, long and high and terrified.

Blake froze, every muscle in his body tense as that sound went on and on. He’d heard a scream like that before. Once. His uncle’s goats, at the start of the infestation. Only this was no goat.

The scream cut off in a loud, horrible gurgle.

Fear took over Blake’s body, and suddenly he was running, sprinting after Mrs. Matsuoka. Any guilt dropped immediately from his mind, the pain in his stomach barely registering as he tried to outrun whatever might have caused that sound.

He caught up with Mrs. Matsuoka as she turned the corner, leading him down another hallway. As she ran, she spoke into something. “Where are you?”

A burst of static. Some answer Blake couldn’t decipher.

“We’re on our way,” Mrs. Matsuoka said. “Wait for us.”

Another burst of static, but this time Blake heard the words “closing the gates.”

Mrs. Matsuoka swore and picked up her pace, Blake struggling to match her. He’d never run so fast in his life, the walls to either side a blur, and still he could swear he heard something gaining on him, the click-click of talons as it got closer, closer…

They turned another corner, and Blake stumbled, tripping over a pile of clothing someone had left behind. He caught his balance on the wall, and then realized it wasn’t clothing at all. It was a leg. The entire leg, as if something had just torn it free as easily as his little sister pulled the legs off her Barbies.

There was no sign of the rest of the body.

“Oh, God,” Blake whispered, clapping a hand over his mouth. He was going to be sick. He was going—

A shriek behind him, a sense of movement from the corner of his eye, and he was running again. Dimly he noticed the blood pooling on the floor. The other pieces of what had once been at least two more people. The gore spattered against the walls. But mostly he thrust all that out of his mind, not allowing himself to really see it. He couldn’t, or he’d freeze up again. And to stop now was to die. Horribly.

Don’t think too hard, just run became his motto. Just run. Just survive.

He was so caught up in that mantra that he almost crashed into Mrs. Matsuoka’s back when she skidded to a halt in front of a large metal door. He staggered to a stop behind her, breathing heavily, heart pounding as she swiped the keycard that hung around her neck over a sensor set next to the door.

Nothing happened.

Frowning, she swiped it again. Still nothing.

Blake looked back the way they had come. The emergency lights flashed red and awful, turning the hallway behind him into a mass of moving shadows.

He blinked, and the shadows were still there. Except they weren’t shadows at all but monsters. The one in front looked at him through four narrowed glowing eyes, its snakelike head thrust forward, short arms tucked against its chest. Its lips peeled back in a wide smile, revealing rows of long, needle-sharp teeth, before it threw its head back and shrieked.

All the moisture seemed to evaporate from Blake’s mouth, his entire body went numb. The creature was so close he could see the bloodstains on its teeth, the breath puffing from its slitted nose, the way its muscles rippled like water as it moved. It made a soft noise in the back of its throat. A sort of click-click-grrr.

Blake wanted to run. Needed to run. But he couldn’t get his feet to move. They felt like they belonged to someone else. Like his body wasn’t his own anymore.

And then, from his other side, he heard it. Click-click-grrr.

Slowly, very slowly, he turned his head.

Another one of those creatures was oozing toward him from the opposite end of the hall. Its lips curled back in a mockery of a smile, its four glowing eyes curved into narrow, satisfied slits. Click-click-grrr. It slid forward, its mouth opening wider, revealing a piece of bright green cloth snagged around one needle-sharp tooth, and a long, snakelike tongue that wriggled in anticipation. It didn’t run; there was no need. Blake and Mrs. Matsuoka were trapped.

“Mrs. Matsuoka?” he whimpered, clutching at the back of her lab coat.

“A little. Busy. Here,” she muttered, her words clipped, her fingers racing across a keypad that had been hidden behind the door sensor.

The creatures slid closer. He could smell the blood on them, its scent sharp and metallic, could feel the air whispering as they moved through it. They’d be on them in five seconds. Four. Three.

The door popped open.

Blake stared at it for half a second, surprised, before Mrs. Matsuoka grabbed him by the front of his jumpsuit and yanked him through after her.

“The door! Shut the door!” she screamed, and he scrambled forward, finding the handle and tugging it closed.

Too late.

A long, curved talon caught the edge of the door just before it shut, pulling it back outward; a head thrust its way into the open space, teeth snapping. Blake yanked on the handle with every ounce of strength he possessed, trying to squash the thing’s face, but he wasn’t strong enough. A second talon joined the first, and the door began opening wider.

“Let go!” a man’s voice boomed behind him.

Let go? Blake held on tighter, gritting his teeth.

“Now!”

Tears streamed down his cheeks, but he kept his grip until his hands cramped and his fingers were too weak to hang on any longer. The handle slid from his grasp.

The door banged open.

The monster on the other side reared back, its long neck stretching up, up, towering over Blake, filling the doorway. It had the elongated face of an eel, its head and neck forming one continuous line. That face lowered down, the lips drawing back, mouth opening. Blake closed his eyes, his whole body tensed, and prayed it wouldn’t hurt too much.

Blam!

His eyes flew open. The monster lurched back, greenish blood oozing from a hole in its chest.

“What the—” Blake whispered, just as a second blam! echoed through his ears. This time he saw something shoot past him, the heat of it sizzling as it missed his face by inches, slicing into the monster’s neck. The monster staggered, then toppled sideways.

“Now shut the door!” the man yelled.

Blake felt as if he were watching himself from somewhere outside his body as he stepped forward and slammed the door shut. It made a satisfying click just before a second monster crashed into it, shrieking. The door wobbled, the metal in the middle denting slightly, but held as the monster slammed into it again and again. After its third attempt, it stopped.

Blake waited, hardly daring to breathe, listening with every fiber of his being. He could hear it snuffling on the other side. Then another shriek, and footsteps, and it was gone.

He sagged back against the door, then turned to face the room.

A man stood just behind him. He had a wide squashed nose, an unruly beard, and a truly terrifying scowl. But despite that, there was something comforting about him. Maybe it was the giant weapon held in his hands, or the way he stood with his legs spread, shoulders wide as if ready for anything. He looked like the kind of person who could deal with a situation like this.

“Thank you,” Blake whispered.

The man nodded, then turned away. “Where’s everyone else? We need to move.”

As if on cue, the alarm blared, “Beep! Beep! Beep! Eight minutes remaining until complete lockdown. Beep! Beep! Beep!”

Blake gazed out across the small room. It looked a lot like one of his school’s science labs, with tables set in front of desks, glass vials lining the walls, and a sink in the corner. There were about a dozen people clustered in the middle, all adults, half of them wearing modified hazmat suits and holding weapons. The other half were dressed like Mrs. Matsuoka in simple lab coats.

Another woman with short curly hair spoke into a walkie-talkie, then waited, her lips pressed together in a tight line. No one answered. She spoke again and waited. Then she looked up. “I think this is everyone who made it.”

The air seemed to leak out of the room, and Blake wondered how many people they’d been expecting. He decided not to ask. He’d rather not know.

“Don’t look so scared, boy,” the man with the laser told him. “You made it here. You’re safe now with us.”

“But who are you?” Blake asked.

The stranger grinned, his teeth flashing white and sudden against the darkness of his beard. “We’re from Green On!’s experimental and research department. And we’ve been preparing for an event like this for years.”

“What event is that?”

The smile dropped away. “An invasion, boy. A hostile alien takeover. What did you think was happening?”

“But… but why? What do they want?”

“Isn’t it obvious? Our extinction.” The man turned away, following the rest of the group through a small door in the back. Blake hurried after them and down a narrow corridor, all his questions dying as he struggled to keep up with the others. His stomach burned as he ran, and he worried his stitches might burst. But there was nothing he could do about that now.

Mrs. Matsuoka stopped them all at another door. She swiped her keycard, then punched in a code. There was a beep, and she pulled the door open to reveal a steep metal stairway lit by the same familiar flashing red emergency lighting.

Everyone filed past her until it was just her and Blake.

“Go on,” she told him. “The exit out is at the top of the stairs.”

Something about her voice made him hesitate and really look at her. She looked… sad. It was her eyes, the way they shone like she was holding back tears. “Aren’t you coming too?” he asked.

“Not yet. There’s one more thing I still have to do.” She put a hand on his shoulder. “Find Vivi for me, would you? And tell her…” She paused, took a deep breath. “Tell her I’ll see her as soon as I can, okay?” Her voice broke on the last word, and she let him go. “Hurry now,” she whispered. “The others won’t wait for you.”

Blake nodded.

He left her standing there. Alone. A few steps up and he heard the door slam shut behind him. He flinched but kept going, already knowing he’d never be able to explain to Vivienne that her mother had saved his life, and then he’d left her behind.

As he climbed, he noticed the way the front of his jumpsuit had begun to stick to him. Tentatively he pressed a hand against it. It came away bloody, and he wiped his hand on his pants and tried not to picture his guts spilling out of the open wound. Wrapping one arm around his stomach, he moved faster up the stairs. Only now he could feel his blood trickling out and knew he must be leaving a trail behind. One that anything could be following…

He tried not to think about that either, but it was harder to push it from his mind. Especially in here, where the air felt hot and still and smelled unpleasantly musky, like the den of some animal. Various noises echoed strangely around him: the clanging of metal, the echo of a scream, ominous-sounding whispers. It was impossible to tell where any of it was coming from.

Blake finally caught up to the others near the top of the stairwell just as the alarm announced the two-minute warning. He could feel the breeze from outside, could smell the crisp autumn air, and his heart beat faster.

They were leaving through the open door ahead one-by-one, like a trail of slow-moving ants, each person looking around before darting outside. Blake fought down the sudden urge to shove everyone out of his way and dive through the door as he slowly climbed the remaining stairs until he reached the small, cramped landing. Just three people ahead of him. Then two. Then one, a woman in a lab coat with tightly braided blond hair.

She poked her head out the door before rearing back, almost running into Blake.

“Frank!” she gasped, catching her balance as someone blocked the doorway in front of her. “What are you doing?”

Blake recognized the thick beard and squashed nose of his earlier savior. But the expression on the man’s face was all wrong. His eyes were wide and bloodshot, his lips pulled back in a strange rictus of a grin. Huge fat beads of sweat rolled down his forehead.

“Frank?” the woman said again.

Blake had a sudden terrible feeling in the pit of his stomach. He opened his mouth, but his warning died as Frank’s hand shot out, grabbing the woman by the neck.

She made a strangled sound as he lifted her off her feet, her legs kicking, hands scrabbling at his fingers as he brought her face close to his own. He opened his mouth impossibly wide, ropy saliva dripping from his teeth. It was like he’d been possessed and was going to eat her face right there on the stairs.

Instead, he made a horrible gurgling in the back of his throat and spat a thick glob of yellowish-green mucus right into the woman’s eye. Then he dropped her.

She fell to her knees on the landing, gasping for breath, one hand desperately wiping at her face. “That,” she gasped, “was the grossest thing I’ve ever experienced.” She wiped harder as Blake stood frozen behind her. Unable to help. Unable to move.

She turned and looked at him, her eyes wide. The one Frank had spat in was changing, blood vessels bursting, turning it a bloody, irritated red. “What’s… happening?” she slurred, her lips getting stuck on her teeth on the last word. No, not stuck. They were pulling back, the way Frank’s had, turning her face into an inhuman mask.

Blake’s heart hammered, and he looked from her to Frank to the open door. He backed up, his heel sliding off the edge of the landing behind him.

“Beep! Beep! Beep! Ten seconds remaining until complete lockdown,” the alarm blared.

The noise seemed to confuse Frank; he spun around, searching for it.

“Ten… nine… eight…”

But the woman was still staring straight at Blake, and now both of her eyes were bloodshot, sweat beading on her forehead and upper lip.

“Five… four… three…”

The door made an angry buzzing noise.

“Run,” the woman whispered. And she lunged at Frank, yanking him against the wall and clearing the doorway for one precious second.

That was all Blake needed; he threw himself out the door, sliding across the ground on his stomach. Pain erupted through his entire body, so intense he almost blacked out.

“One.”

The door slammed shut behind him, locking Frank and the woman inside.

Blake clung to consciousness, taking shallow breaths, then pushed himself up to his hands and knees and looked around.

The sky was just starting to lighten, highlighting individual trees in the surrounding mass, turning them from black to green. The nearest tree soaked up that light, practically glowing. Blake stared at it, noticing the weird fungus growing along its bark in thick ropy tendrils, reminding him unpleasantly of Frank’s saliva. Several knobs the size of his fist protruded from those tendrils, each of them pulsating like an infected wound.

Blake scrambled to his feet and moved instinctively away, one arm clutched tightly around his stomach. Beyond the tree stood a handful of people in bright green suits and lab coats. He took a step toward them, then stopped as one-by-one, they all turned to face him.

At first he thought they were grinning at him. And then he noticed the way their lips were pulled back too tightly. And as they lurched closer, their eyes bloody, he knew that Frank had been dead wrong.

No one was prepared for this.






1. RAE


Rae watched the trees blowing outside the car window. Their naked branches were moving so fast in the wind that they almost looked like the tentacled plants of the Other Place. She closed her eyes a second, opened them again, and they were just trees.

That seemed to be happening to her a lot lately. Ever since she’d gotten out of that awful alternate dimension, she’d felt as if a part of her were still there, still trapped. Or like she’d brought that place with her.

“So…” Ava began, the word heavy with meaning. And then she just stopped there, waiting. She had agreed to drive Rae to the café across the street from her school this morning so Rae could meet her friends there before class started. Supposedly it was a nice gesture, but really Rae figured her older sister just wanted the chance to yell at her. Rae had gone into the Other Place and then followed a man she knew to be dangerous inside a secret spaceship, all without first telling anyone.

Doctor Nguyen had come to their house yesterday and filled Ava and their mom in about the spaceship and about Patrick. How he was really an alien, and how he’d used Rae’s desire to find her dad as a way to trap her. She’d suggested that their mom tell Ava and Rae the truth.

Their mom had told them some of it. Like the fact that the real reason they’d moved here was because their dad was somewhere in this town. Only, some kind of secret organization that worked at Green On! wasn’t letting him contact them. Apparently they were still mad he’d released Patrick—the alien—a year ago. Even though he’d had no idea the alien was evil. He’d just been trying to help.

After that bombshell, Rae had told her sister about the Other Place. How she and her friends had been sent into it, and how Caden and Aiden had somehow destroyed it. So now there was no Other Place. Instead, they had a forest here full of monsters just waiting to descend on the town. The only thing stopping them was the magical barrier Caden’s parents had created around the Watchful Woods.

Her sister had listened to her story, thanked her for finally telling her something true, and then hadn’t said much more than a word to her since. Obviously she was angry.

Rae turned away from the window and the darkening storm clouds racing across the sky. Might as well get this lecture over with. It wasn’t as if she didn’t deserve it. “So,” she said, watching her sister’s profile. Everyone said they looked alike. Same big brown eyes, similarly colored brown hair. But where Rae’s jaw was square, her chin prominent, her sister was all soft lines and rounded features. It made her seem more vulnerable, even though she was four years older.

Maybe that was why Rae was so reluctant to tell her everything. She wanted to protect her from some of the nightmares she’d had to face herself.

Ava’s gaze flicked to her, then back to the road. And in that moment, Rae remembered that Ava had faced her own share of nightmares recently. She’d faced them, and they hadn’t broken her.

“I’m sorry I haven’t been good about keeping you informed,” Rae said. “I should have told you I was going into the Other Place, but it all happened so fast. And… I didn’t want you to try to stop me.”

Ava nodded but said nothing.

“And the spaceship,” Rae continued. “I should have told you about that, too. But again, so fast. And…”

“And you didn’t want me to try to stop you,” Ava repeated, her voice flat. “I get it, Rae. I do. But the whole point of our deal was that we were in this thing together. You promised, but you keep leaving me behind anyhow. How am I supposed to help find Dad if I don’t even know what’s going on?”

Rae looked down at her lap. “I don’t know what’s going on either,” she said quietly.

“But you have some ideas.”

“Not really.” She took a deep breath. “But I know someone who does. We both do.” She glanced at her sister, waiting.

After a second, Ava’s eyebrows lifted. “Doctor Nguyen.”

Rae nodded. She had been Patrick’s right-hand woman, helping him with all his plans, up until the end when she’d decided to help Rae instead. And she’d known their dad was somewhere in Whispering Pines. There had to be a lot more that she knew. But after yesterday, Rae couldn’t shake the sense that, despite all her secret knowledge, the scientist was in over her head.

“You think we should talk to her?” Ava turned onto the road that led toward Rae’s school.

“Well, I was thinking…” Rae paused as the outline of Dana S. Middle School came into view. The red bricks of the outside looked especially dramatic today against the coal-black of the sky, and the nearby trees whipping frantically in the wind. Several teachers hurried in through the front doors clutching their hats and scarves, as if afraid the sky would open up on them at any moment.

Ava drove past the school, pulling into the parking lot of Kat’s Café across the street. “You want to go see her,” she said as she parked.

“Yes.”

Ava sighed. “When?”

“Honestly? Now.”

Ava frowned. “What about your little party?”

Rae had told her friends she wanted to meet this morning to celebrate surviving the world’s worst internship. But that wasn’t really why she wanted to see them now. Or at least, it wasn’t the full reason. If all went according to her plan, she and Ava wouldn’t be going to see Doctor Nguyen alone. “Fine. After the celebration.”

“I can’t let you skip school. Mom would kill me if she found out.”

“I know.” But the thought of sitting there another day, pretending she cared about her classes, all the while knowing that her dad—her dad!—was somewhere close by, felt almost impossible.

“How about right after school?” Ava said. “I’ll pick you up, and we’ll go straight there.”

“Really?” Rae looked at her sister.

“Really.” Ava smiled. “You and me.”

Rae smiled back, relief making her eyes watery. “Let’s do it.”

“Don’t sneak off without me now, okay?”

“I won’t,” Rae promised. She wrestled the door open and got out of the car, the wind howling around her. Waving, she managed to get the door shut again and then sprinted toward the café as the pressure of the storm built around her. Crossing the street to her school would be fun in this weather. She’d never experienced a storm quite like this one in California.

It felt a little better inside, away from that wind. Still, there was a strange energy crackling through the café. People huddled around their drinks and breakfast sandwiches, talking softly as they glanced uneasily at the trees whipping about outside the window. It reminded Rae of animals in the wild. How they’d all go to ground whenever a big storm was coming.

They know, she realized. Something was coming. Something bigger than this storm. Then she wondered where that thought had come from.






2. CADEN


Caden paced across an overgrown yard, kicking at piles of dead leaves and scowling at the ragged rosebushes beside him. They were a stark contrast to the cheerful blue of the house, which had been carefully painted and maintained. A house he had once helped Rae break into, mere weeks ago. Weeks that felt like months.

He and Rae had believed the occupant of the house—Doctor Anderson—had been the Unseeing, a monster that stole the eyes from children. After they’d discovered their schoolmate Jeremy Bentley chained up in the basement, his eyes gone, his mind destroyed, Green On! had hauled Doctor Anderson away.

According to Rae, Green On! had him stashed away inside an alien pod on their secret buried spaceship. Even though it turned out he’d been innocent all along. The psychiatrist had been snooping around Green On!’s property, trying to expose whatever dirty secrets they might have. Maybe he’d found something.

Caden felt a tiny flicker of guilt, but he couldn’t do anything for Doctor Anderson right now. Apparently, he couldn’t do anything for anyone.

His mood darkened, and he wrapped his arms around himself as wind howled around him, the sunrise hidden behind a sheet of deep, foreboding gray clouds. The air felt heavy with the pressure of a building storm. Caden welcomed it. At least it would distract him from his thoughts.

“Wake up, Caden,” his brother had said earlier that morning, shaking him. “Get dressed. We have to meet Mom and Dad. They need our help.” Aiden had refused to answer any questions, only telling him that something major had happened, and the spell his mother had cast to contain the monsters of the Other Place inside the Watchful Woods was now unstable.

They’d driven through the predawn gloom to Doctor Anderson’s house—the place his parents had turned into their headquarters—and been greeted at the door by a short redheaded woman wearing a flowing purple dress and matching glasses. Caden had recognized her as part of the local coven of witches that lived in Whispering Pines. There were six of them, four women and two men. Caden had met them briefly before; his mother didn’t like to work with anyone outside the family for her own magic, but occasionally she would assist in someone else’s spellwork. The fact that they were here now meant things must be dire.

“It’s about time,” the woman had said, ushering Aiden in. When Caden tried to follow, she’d stopped him. “Just the older Price boy.”

“But I can help,” Caden had said, trying to get past her. He’d managed to get one foot in the door before his mom was there, her expression grim.

“Wait outside,” she’d said.

“But—”

“We’ll call if we need you.” And then she’d firmly shut the door in his face. As if he were a little kid and would just be in the way.

That had been almost an hour ago, and since then, nothing.

Caden’s scowl deepened. Hadn’t he proven himself to his parents yet? His mom had told him that he was the heir to the family business, Paranormal Price. He’d be the one taking over her duties, protecting the town of Whispering Pines from the supernatural. And yet now, when things were bad, who did she turn to?

Aiden. Always, always Aiden.

The familiar well of resentment and jealousy swirled around him, threatening to suck him under. For as long as he could remember, he’d always been torn between the strong desire to be just like his powerful older brother, and an equally strong terror that one day, he really would become exactly like Aiden.

Aiden wasn’t a nice person. He made bad things happen to people who angered him, and he was arrogant and selfish in his quest for more power. It was his decision to tear a rift into the Other Place ten months ago that had started everything: he’d released the Unseeing into their town, and the energy signature had attracted Patrick’s attention, ultimately bringing him to Whispering Pines. Everything else—Patrick’s determination to get into the Other Place so he could use it to power up the spaceship, the demon that had almost destroyed all of them, the current infestation of their woods with creatures that belonged on another planet—could also be traced back to Aiden’s reckless act.

His brother would never apologize. In his mind, he’d suffered most of all, having endured nine months of torture inside the Other Place. He didn’t care about the eight kids who’d had their eyes removed, or about Rae’s sister, whose soul had almost been devoured, or about the damage to their town. He only cared about himself.

Caden took a deep breath, trying to loosen the web of negative emotions binding him. His mom must have her reasons for wanting Aiden in on the spell—and not wanting him—and he had to respect that. Whether he liked it or not.

He reached the picket fence and paused, gazing out at the Watchful Woods beyond. The trees seemed to gaze back, their branches eerily still despite the wind howling around him, as if whatever storm was building out here stopped at the forest’s edge.

Below the trees, a stone wall formed a solid moss-covered line that snaked out in either direction as far as he could see, encircling everything. The air above the wall shimmered, rippling like the waters of a lake, and Caden thought he heard the echo of a cry—the shriek of some creature that did not belong in their world—before it was abruptly covered in a cocoon of silence.

His remaining anger and hurt pride dissipated, washed away in a sudden icy burst of fear as he stared out into that darkness, his eyes straining for movement, his senses open. The spell around the woods pulsed like a bad strobe light, its magic fading in and out. If it failed, then all the horrors of the Other Place would spill out into the town. The Devourers, the Unseeing, the Ravenous. Things with tentacles and talons and too many teeth. Hungry things.

He felt another pulse of magic as the spell in the house reached its crescendo. The air above the wall seemed to thicken until it formed glowing lines crisscrossing all the way up, curving above the trees into a giant domed cage. The lines shimmered, then faded, but he could still feel them there, the magic no longer flickering, but stable.

He squinted, even though the lines were invisible now. There was something about them that bothered him. They didn’t quite feel like his mother’s magic, but instead like…

His mind scrambled to find the right description when he caught a whiff of rotting odor, like eggs left out in the sun.

Demon.

Caden froze, the hairs on the back of his neck rising. But there was no mistaking it. That was what he’d sensed, woven into the magic of his mother’s spell: demonic residue.

At least now he knew why his mother had needed Aiden’s help on the spell.

Two nights ago, his brother had done something that should have been impossible: he had somehow absorbed a demon. He hadn’t seemed like he was possessed by the thing, but rather had trapped its spirit inside him. It gave him powers Caden could only guess at, since Aiden hadn’t shared the details of his arrangement, but that kind of magic always came with a cost.

If Aiden was drawing on that demonic power now in order to stabilize the sealing spell, what did that mean? And, more importantly, what had he promised the demon in return for that power?

“Caden?”

He turned slowly away from the woods. His mother stood framed in the doorway of Doctor Anderson’s house, her face pale, long hair tumbling loose around her shoulders. Even from here he could see new streaks of white mixing with the once dark strands, as if she’d poured her own essence into the spell.

“Is it done?” Caden asked.

She nodded and took a shaky step from the house, one hand gripping the railing beside her for balance as she navigated the porch. His father appeared in the doorway behind her, looking almost as drained, his skin grayish, his hair sticking up in sweaty clumps.

Caden walked toward them, trying to ignore the feeling of the Watchful Woods at his back, encased in its shell of demonic energy. He wanted to ask his mom about it, but as he drew closer, he saw the blood oozing from her nose, the way her eyes kept wanting to flutter shut, and so instead he just put his arms around her and his dad, wordlessly giving them strength.

Caden didn’t need any of his special abilities to sense their fear. It was all in the way they hugged him back so tightly, as if he were their only anchor.

As if they’d thought they might never see him again.

He pushed that thought away immediately. His mom was one of the strongest people he knew, and while his dad’s magic wasn’t at the same level, he’d always been good at spellwork. Especially the protective side of it. His parents would be fine.

“Isn’t this a touching scene?” Aiden asked.

Caden pulled away. His brother stood leaning against the house. And while their parents seemed like washed-out versions of themselves, Aiden was extra vibrant, his dark eyes gleaming, skin flushed and rosy, lips red. He looked as if he’d just eaten a very satisfying meal.

He caught Caden’s eye and smiled, a slow, lazy smile that sent chills racing up Caden’s spine.

“What happened?” Caden asked, looking from Aiden to his parents.

His mother sank down to sit on the porch. “Green On! wasn’t contained within the original spell,” she said, her voice soft. “And since it sits at the northernmost border of the Watchful Woods, that meant there was a thin stretch of forest that also wasn’t contained. A small hole.”

“How small are we talking here?” Caden asked, alarmed.

“Not small enough,” his dad said grimly.

“Did anything get out?” Caden asked.

“We don’t think so,” his mom said. “But… I felt something early this morning. A pressure coming from Green On!, as if a tide of creatures had flooded through the labs and were pushing at our boundary, searching for that escape.”

Caden thought of Green On!, and the spaceship hidden below it. The one Rae had claimed was full of pods, each one containing another alien species. “Did something happen at the lab?”

His parents exchanged a look. “We’re not sure…” his mom said at last, but she said it in such a way that Caden knew it wasn’t true. “But we were able to expand the spell to contain Green On! within its boundaries. So now there’s no way out.”

“Wait, what?” Caden stared at his parents, then at Aiden. “What about the people inside Green On!? Are they trapped now?”

“Oh, brother dear,” Aiden said, shaking his head sadly. “Anyone who was still inside Green On! is already dead.”






3. RAE


Rae hovered near the wall, watching the people enter and leave the café. None of her friends were there. As she retrieved her croissant and mocha from the counter, she began to worry that none of them would show up.

“That looks good,” a girl said.

Rae looked up, relieved to see Becka and Matt. “You made it!”

Becka smiled, her teeth flashing white against the vivid red of her lipstick. “An excuse for a mocha? I’m always up for that.”

Matt mumbled something sleepily, then followed Becka over to the counter to order something.

Rae grabbed the largest available table next to some men hanging up a SEEKING SAMANTHA banner and a lady adjusting a pair of large box speakers. Rae vaguely remembered hearing something about Seeking Samantha, a local band that a lot of kids at her school were into, but she had never heard any music by them.

Nate entered the café with a blast of cold air. The rain must have started to come down outside; some of it sparkled in his curly brown hair and beaded on his glasses. He saw her and gave a half-hearted wave before joining Becka in line. Rae didn’t take it personally. Nate had been the one to complain the most when she had suggested the morning meeting, saying that no rational human would ever get up earlier than was necessary on a school day. They had finished their conversation with him muttering “serial killer” under his breath as she hung up. Still, he came.

Rae grinned and took a sip of her mocha, then waved as Vivienne and Alyssa strolled in.

“I thought we’d at least beat Nate here,” Vivienne said, waving back. “Ooh, chocolate cherry mochas?”

“Caffeine stunts your growth, you know,” Alyssa said.

“Eh, it’s too late for that.” Vivienne was the shortest of their group, but it didn’t seem to slow her down; she had also been the fastest runner on their school’s cross-country team back before their coach had been eaten by giant alien centipedes.

Rae took a bite of her croissant—warm and flaky—as she waited for her friends to get their food and drinks and join her. Vivienne squeezed into the seat next to her, with Alyssa on her other side, while Nate, Matt, and Becka sat down across from them.

“Hey, everyone,” Rae said. “Thanks for coming.”

“Why are we here again?” Alyssa asked, throwing her long blond hair over her shoulder.

Rae bit back her reply because it wouldn’t have been nice, and these days she was trying to be kinder to Alyssa. The two of them had gotten off to a rocky start, partly because Rae and Vivienne had hit it off so quickly and Alyssa was jealous. But also, if Rae were honest, because she hadn’t liked the tall blond girl either; Alyssa had reminded her too much of her ex-best friend. Eventually, though, Rae realized she was being unfair. Alyssa could be kind of mean at times, but she was a loyal friend. The opposite of Taylor.

And these days, Rae felt nothing but sympathy for the other girl. Alyssa’s mother, the vice principal of their school, had been sealed away in an alien pod, along with Rae’s old therapist, Doctor Anderson. Even in the dim café lighting, she could tell that Alyssa’s eyes were puffy from crying, and her normally glossy hair hung in limp strands.

“To celebrate, obviously,” Nate said. “I hereby declare the ‘we survived the world’s worst internship’ party officially begun.” He held up his drink as everyone cheered.

“And here I thought you claimed this was a ridiculous hour for a party,” Rae said.

“Oh, it is. But now that I’m awake and well-sugared,” he nodded at his giant peanut butter cookie and cup of hot chocolate, “I’m much more in favor of it.”

Rae grinned. “I thought it was worth celebrating.” She hesitated. Should she tell everyone the real reason she wanted to meet today? Everyone except Alyssa looked so happy, eating their pastries and drinking their beverages, relaxed in their wooden chairs. Grateful to be alive. She wasn’t sure she wanted to ruin that yet.

“What is it?” Vivienne asked.

“Caden hasn’t gotten here yet,” Rae said, stalling. She glanced over at the café door, a little surprised that he was so late.

“Maybe he forgot?” Alyssa said. “Anyhow, whatever it is you really wanted to say to us, you might as well get it over with. We have to leave soon, or we’ll be late for school.”

Rae frowned, but it was true. She could always fill Caden in later. “It’s just, I was thinking…”

“Yes?” Alyssa raised her eyebrows.

“Well, I was wondering if we should start planning our next mission.”

Matt dropped his fork on the ground, his eyes wide. “The internship is over,” he said quickly. He was one of the biggest kids in their school, but in that moment he looked small. Small and frightened.

“This wouldn’t have anything to do with the internship,” Rae said. “It would be something different. A mission for us.”

“What kind of mission?” Vivienne asked.

“A rescue mission.” Rae waited a moment, but no one said anything, the silence around her congealing faster than the grease on Matt’s bacon sandwich. “Look, we know there are people trapped on that spaceship. And we know where the spaceship is. We should go help them.”

“We should enjoy being alive,” Nate said, pushing the bridge of his glasses up higher on his nose.

Becka set her cup down on the table. “Nate’s right.” Everyone turned to look at her. She had been on the other team of interns, and she was older—an eighth grader like Matt and Nate. She radiated so much confidence and competency, she was a little intimidating.
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