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PROLOGUE HALLOWEEN, SOME TIME AGO


Abigail didn’t believe the stories about the woods.

Sometimes the kids at school pretended they were haunted. Was it the jack-o’-lanterns winking from porch steps that had reminded them of the old game? Or was it the woods dressed up in red and gold? More likely, they had grown tired of their usual methods of torment. After all, the game had to be more fun than knocking books out of Abigail’s hands or flinging pencils at her in class.

“Nice costume, Abby. You off to Grandma’s house in that getup?” Margery Danes said, eyeing the girl’s red cloak when they crossed paths in the hall. She knocked into Abigail with a thrust of her bony shoulder as she passed. “Why don’t we chat about it later? After school. I want to play a game with you.”

Margery Danes wasn’t the biggest sixth grader, but she was mean, and an invitation to chat was enough to make any kid’s blood run cold. Because Margery always wanted more than a chat: lunch money, answers to tomorrow’s math quiz, or those new sunglasses she was sure would look better on her. Abigail didn’t know what Margery wanted today, but one way or another, she always got what she wanted.

Abigail lingered by her locker after the final bell. She watched other Beckett Elementary students hurry down the hall toward the front door, disguised as bedsheet ghosts, plastic pitchfork devils, and big-wigged pop stars. They talked of candy and trick-or-treating routes, confident any frights they’d encounter this evening would be of their own devising.

Abigail envied them.
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Voices faded. The last of the stragglers trickled out into the thin autumn light. An eerie silence particular to empty schools pressed in close. Instead of heading for the door, Abigail tiptoed up a flight of stairs and paused on the landing, halfway between floors. She peered out a window where the whole schoolyard lay before her. A pinecone rattled around the empty basketball court, and the brisk wind whistled through the metal climbing bars. Nearby, Margery and her only friends, Jess Martin and Josie Spooner, leaned against a bike rack. They threw food, undoubtedly stolen from some kid’s lunch earlier that day, onto the road for passing vehicles to crush. They laughed and cheered as an apple exploded beneath the wheels of a green pickup truck.

Abigail reached for the silver locket around her neck. She held it tight, feeling it grow warm against her palm. It had belonged to her grandmother who had passed away last summer. Whenever Abigail felt worried, she held her locket and remembered her grandmother’s strong hugs and gentle smile. But no matter how hard she gripped it today, Abigail’s worries remained. So did Margery, Josie, and Jess. They lounged against the bike rack, shooting glances toward the school, keeping watch for their prey.
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Abigail sighed, pulled a book from her backpack, and made herself small beneath the window.

She would have to wait them out.

She waited three chapters’ worth. Then she waited some more. Finally, when the light in the stairwell had grown dim, she dared another peek out the window.

Crisp leaves skittered across the deserted schoolyard. Clouds the color of a day-old bruise hung heavy in the sky. Even from inside, Abigail could smell the threat of rain.

She tucked her book away, slung her bag over her shoulder, and hurried down the stairs. The school doors banged shut behind her as the first rumble of thunder rolled overhead.

There was no sign of Margery or anyone else as Abigail crossed the junior soccer field, making for the Bellwoods forest. The woods hugged the schoolyard in a choking embrace, and tall pines lined the edges like silent sentinels. There was a small break in the tree line where a well-trod path lay, one Abigail took every day to and from school. She stepped into the woods just as thunder crashed loud above the treetops, drowning out another sound—the clang of a bell.

Abigail’s footsteps crunched as she rushed down the narrow path made of dirt and stones. Exposed roots snaked across the surface, and leaves collected at the edges in the tall grass. Ahead, the path twisted out of sight and into darkness. If she hurried, she’d make it home before getting caught by the storm. Or anyone else, she hoped.

Then she heard a ghoulish wail.

It was a small sound at first. Soon, two more spine-chilling cries joined. The cacophony rose to a howling shriek, then faded and died. Familiar snickers of laughter followed.
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A knot of dread pulled tight in Abigail’s stomach. She quickened her pace but refused to run. That’s what they wanted, wasn’t it? They craved the chase. They wanted her fear, but she wouldn’t give it to them. Not today.

Thunder barked, closer this time. Wind whistled through the treetops like a chorus of calling spirits. Then another ghostly wail floated out of the gloom, followed by more cold laughter.

“Abby!” came Margery’s voice, muffled by the thickness of the wood. “A spirit is after you. These woods are haunted, don’t you know?”

“Go away!” She couldn’t see them, not yet. But she could hear the rustle of bodies moving in the shadows and feel their watchful eyes on her.

“C’mon, don’t you want to play the game, Abby?” Margery again. “You know the one. If you can beat us to the old bell, I’ll give you something special—a gift. But if you don’t, then you owe me something instead. Just like we used to play.”

Abigail groaned. She knew the game. Everyone at Beckett did. Kids pretended to be ghosts who chased the other players while they ran for the old bell that sat deep in the forest. Those who reached the bell were home free. But players who got caught? They became ghosts too. Unless they had something to sacrifice, of course.

“Do we have a deal?” The words hung in the air like a threat.

Abigail didn’t wait to hear more. She forgot her earlier promise to herself and flew down the path, her cloak billowing and leaves flying up behind her like startled birds. Because it didn’t matter what Abigail said. The game had already begun.

She dodged potholes and leaped over the fallen trees crowding the path. Long tangles of grass reached for her like grasping hands, but she didn’t slow down, not even as more ghoulish cries erupted behind her.

Soon, the sound of rushing water met her ears. The Hollow River came into view. It was inky black in the gloom, cutting through the landscape like a deep gash. The path veered left to follow the river, and together they snaked through the woods and out of sight. Abigail followed.

The path brought her to the base of a steep slope where, high above, sat a rocky ridge. Tree roots, exposed by countless climbing feet, made a sort of staircase. Abigail scrambled up while, overhead, thunder continued to roll.

“Aaaaabigail!” It was Josie this time, voice high and taunting.

“The ghosts are going to get you. Soon you’ll be a ghost too!” cried Jess, breathless from the chase.

Abigail’s feet slipped, sending dirt and stones cascading in her wake. She grabbed hold of a nearby tree for support.

Then she felt a hand on her ankle. It yanked—hard. Abigail fell to her hands and knees. Sharp rocks scraped her palms and tore at her jeans as Margery pulled her down the slope.

“I got her! That’s it, you lose!” cried Margery, voice shrill with victory.

Abigail’s hands clawed at the earth, searching, scrabbling, frantic.

“You know the rules. Cough up your loot,” said Margery.

“I don’t have anything for you,” said Abigail through gritted teeth. She struggled against Margery’s grasp.

“Yes, you do.” Margery tugged on Abigail’s foot, dragging her farther down the slope. Abigail twisted onto her back. She saw Margery eye her grandmother’s locket.

“No!” Abigail squirmed.

“C’mon, Abby. Those are the rules of the game. Unless you want to join the ghosts, you gotta sacrifice something.” Margery reached for the locket.

At that moment, Abigail felt the hand around her ankle loosen.

She kicked.

Her foot caught Margery in the shoulder. The girl tumbled backward, landing with a heavy thud at the base of the slope. There was an angry outburst from Jess and Josie, but Abigail didn’t care. She found her feet and scrambled up the slope.

The trees were sparse on top of the ridge, offering thin protection against the gathering storm. Wind whipped Abigail’s face and tugged at her braid. There was a sudden flash and a crash of thunder. Abigail reeled back and stumbled. Wild-eyed, she peered to her right where the forest floor gave way to a steep drop-off. Far below, the Hollow River churned. Crisp leaves swirled on its surface, then disappeared, down into the river’s cold, dark depths. Another crash shook the sky. Raindrops dotted Abigail’s cheeks.

She sprinted toward home, following the winding path along the rocky ridge. The roar of rushing water filled her ears. Finally, an old wooden bridge came into view, spanning Fall Hollow’s most scenic lookout, Silver Falls. Abigail caught glimpses of it through the trees as she ran, water cascading over a rocky ledge, then falling several stories to meet the churning Hollow River below. It was a beautiful sight, but the students of Beckett Elementary were often more concerned with what lay beyond—the old bell.

The bell that gave the woods its name was large and rusted and perched atop a pile of stones. It sat in a broad clearing just on the other side of the bridge. Reaching the bell usually marked the end of the game for Beckett students. But it wouldn’t today.
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“You made me rip my jeans!” cried Margery, voice carrying on the wind. “But at least I got what I came for.”

Abigail stopped. Her hand went to her collarbone where her locket should have been. But her fingers found nothing. Her locket was gone, snatched away during the scuffle.

She should have kept running. But thinking about her grandmother’s locket around Margery’s neck, Abigail felt anger swell inside of her so fierce, it swallowed her usual fear whole. Her fingers curled into tight, trembling fists. She turned and marched back to the ridge.

Down below, Margery showed off her prize to Jess and Josie. Abigail’s locket glinted in the low light.

They looked small then, Abigail thought. Just three mean kids with nothing better to do than play pretend in the woods, using an old game as an excuse to take what didn’t belong to them. This, Abigail decided, ended today. She wasn’t going to play their game anymore.

At that moment, a blinding flash lit the woods. An earsplitting CRACK followed, and rain poured down hard and swift like the river spilling over at Silver Falls.

The last thing Margery, Jess, and Josie saw was Abigail on top of the ridge. Illuminated by the lightning, her face looked as pale as a ghost’s. The eyes beneath her furrowed brow were dark, unseeing pools. Her hair, set loose by the wind, swirled around her head as if possessed.

All three recoiled at the sight. They bolted down the path, back the way they had come. Not one of them looked back.

They didn’t see Abigail stumble.

They didn’t see her feet slide over the rain-slick rocks, then find nothing but air.

All they had done was play a game in the woods. When Margery, Jess, and Josie saw her last, Abigail was fine. Just fine.

And that’s what they told the police the next morning.
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CHAPTER 1 HALLOWEEN, SOME TIME LATER


Bailee knew that only two things moved with great speed in the town of Fall Hollow.

The first was the Hollow River. Fed by scenic Silver Falls, the river cut wide and deep through the little town on its way to nearby Lake Mystic.

Stories were the second thing. An exciting rumor or prized piece of gossip crashed through town much like the river—with tremendous speed and often even greater force.

This was how, before anyone told her, Bailee knew the day she’d long waited for had finally arrived—the day of the game.

It was a day made of golden sunlight and leaves that crunched underfoot. Smoke rose like wayward spirits from newly awakened chimneys, and the chill that lingered on the breeze promised colder days to come. Jack-o’-lanterns sat plump and patient on porch steps, awaiting nightfall for their time to shine. Halloween had come, and while costumes and the night’s potential candy haul preoccupied the minds of most kids at Beckett Elementary, the sixth graders thought only of the Bellwoods Game.
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Bailee noticed the whispers first. Costumed heads bent together in deep discussion as she walked the halls. Notes were passed in a frenzy during second-period science. The lunchroom buzzed with phone notifications and an electric excitement that even managed to catch the attention of Mr. Owens, Beckett’s oldest and most oblivious teacher. He was notorious for putting students to sleep with his spontaneous, long-winded stories. He was also wildly accident-prone. Being jolted out of a stupor by the sound of his scale-model solar system crashing to the ground was a nearly everyday occurrence. As were his gruesome paper cuts. No one could recall the last time Mr. Owens’s hands weren’t covered in bandages. The unexpected stories and bouts of chaos made his classes almost bearable, but only almost.

“Let’s see what all the fuss is about.” Mr. Owens motioned for Erica Livingstone to hand over her phone.

Bailee looked up from her book, a battered paperback with a ghost on the cover, as Erica eyed Mr. Owens’s outstretched hand, her expression wary. Then, with a wince, she surrendered her phone. Mr. Owens fumbled it. Everyone braced themselves, waiting for the phone to smash to bits on the floor. But luck was on Owens’s side today. And Erica’s. He recovered his grip. Then he squinted at the screen. He looked as if he was about to say something, but just then a group of fifth graders began throwing pudding cups at one another. He gave the phone back to Erica and shuffled off toward the commotion. His threats of detention went unheard over the sounds of splatting pudding.

Bailee tapped her phone and brought up Erica’s profile. Among the calls for social justice and group pics with friends was an odd post.
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Stories flew fast and wild all afternoon with one thing in common—Abigail Snook. Everyone knew about her, even those who didn’t know about the game. Her story was the town’s most infamous tragedy. Many years ago, Abigail went into the woods behind Beckett Elementary and never came out. People said she’d been playing a game. One she’d never finished. Long after the sting of the girl’s disappearance had faded, the students at Beckett Elementary still spoke of her. According to the legends, Abigail wasn’t gone. Her spirit remained, doomed to roam the woods every Halloween night. She was unable to rest, kids said, until she finished her game. And, for that, she needed others to play.

Some refused to set foot in the woods after they heard the stories—unless on a dare, of course. Everyone knew coming face-to-face with a ghost would be preferable to the endless teasing they’d receive for wimping out on a dare. But despite the stories, the woods were safe—most of the time. Halloween night was the only time safety was not guaranteed, and everyone at Beckett Elementary knew to stay clear of the woods on that day. All but a select group—the ones who played the game.

More and more posts like Erica’s appeared in Bailee’s social feeds as the day wore on. Excitement grew too. By the time the last bell rang, Beckett felt like an overfilled balloon, ready to pop.

Bailee was excited too. She just didn’t have anyone to share it with right now.

The final bell rang. Bailee knelt on the ground in front of her locker, piling books into her backpack. She pushed up the sleeves of her black sweater where felt patches shaped like bones had been stitched on to create skeleton arms. The sweater matched a pair of dusty-black jeans, also decorated with cotton bones.

She was struggling with a bulky math textbook when someone cleared their throat behind her.

“Hi, Madison,” said Bailee. She didn’t need to turn around to know who was hovering over her shoulder.

“So, you might have already heard, but everyone is meeting at Potts later. For the game.” Madison whispered this last part, words coming all in a rush.

Classic Madison. Right down to business.

Bailee wrestled the last of her books into her bag, grateful for an excuse to avoid Madison’s gaze. “I saw the posts. I thought maybe the game had moved online or something. I… I wasn’t sure I was invited.” Because no one wants me there. Bailee kept that last part to herself.
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“Of course you’re invited! The whole class should be there, barring any interference. And the social posts are a decoy—my idea. Throw the adults off our trail,” said Madison, adjusting her stylish glasses. She sparkled today in a dress of glittering blue. A tiara winked from the top of her head, and she held a homemade scepter in her hand, completing her Glinda the Good Witch look. Wicked, not The Wizard of Oz. Madison had been setting people straight about this all day.

Bailee smiled. Leave it to Madison to consider every angle. She always had a plan.

“I figure, if we pretend we’re not playing the game at all, they’ll be suspicious. But if they think the game’s just a silly social media thing, they’ll stop asking questions, right?”

“Worth a try.”

“Exactly. Anything to keep parental types off our backs. Besides the posts, we’re keeping things traditional this year. Less risk of getting caught like the fiasco two years ago.”

Bailee opened her mouth to ask about the “fiasco,” but Madison had already moved on. Such was the nature of the game. Just when you thought you’d heard every story, a new mystery jumped up and took you by surprise.

“So, consider this your invite, Bailee Heron. I’m this year’s Keeper, so you know it’s going to be fun.”

Bailee’s frown deepened. There was a lot of secrecy about the game, but she knew being picked as Keeper of the Game was a big deal—the next biggest deal to actually winning. How had Madison, Beckett’s biggest chatterbox, managed to keep this news a secret? Or, Bailee wondered with a twinge, had there been just one person Madison had neglected to tell?

Bailee turned to face her friend. Madison had her hands together, pleading.

“It’s just… after what happened—”

“This is different,” Madison cut in. “This is after school. They can’t keep us out of the woods then.” Madison’s voice was light, but Bailee noticed how her friend’s eyes didn’t quite meet her own.

An awkward silence pooled between them, one that had become familiar the past few weeks. Bailee used to think of herself and Madison as two neighboring pieces from the same puzzle; they fit together just right. But lately Bailee couldn’t shake the feeling something unspoken had wedged between them.

“Seriously, please come,” Madison said finally. “You need to start having some fun again.”

“Me, no fun?” Bailee protested. “What do you call all this?” Bailee gestured to the textbooks and spooky novels spilling out of her bag.

Madison shuddered. “Homework and horror? Not my idea of fun, thanks.”

Bailee poked out her tongue.

“Speaking of spine-chilling tales, wasn’t that your story that Ms. Chivers read aloud in class today? I remember when you wrote it. We spent hours coming up with the perfect name for your Victorian ghost.”

“The Wailing Widow,” said Bailee.

“I preferred the Sad Lady Who Should Just Move On with Her Afterlife,” Madison teased. “Why did she say the author wanted to be anonymous?”

Bailee frowned. “The ending needs work.”

She hadn’t wanted Ms. Chivers to read her story to the class. It was an old one and not quite finished, in Bailee’s opinion. She had ripped it out of an old notebook the morning the assignment was due because she hadn’t been able to come up with anything new. Normally Bailee jumped at any excuse to write. She had a closet filled with notebooks, all crammed full of stories. They used to come to her effortlessly, not at all like when she tried to hit a baseball or make her clarinet do anything other than honk. But lately, it was like all the stories that once floated around her brain had drifted away.

“Well, you can always change the ending, if you want. But I thought your story was great!”

“You had your hands over your ears, like, the whole time,” Bailee pointed out.

“That’s only because it was so scary! You know I have a low spooky tolerance. Even so, I’d rather listen to a thousand of your stories before hearing another one of Oliver’s weird poems about dill pickles. Chivers thinks they’re funny, but I don’t get them.…”

“Pickle poetry isn’t for everyone.” Bailee zipped up her backpack and shouldered it with a grunt. She trudged toward the school doors with Madison in tow.

Kids crowded the halls of Beckett Elementary. Voices echoed. Shoes squeaked. Someone called Madison’s name. She smiled and waved as they went by. Beside the front doors, a group of girls stood in a tight circle. Like Madison, they too were dressed as witches, but more traditional versions.
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“Appropriate costumes for those three,” Bailee muttered.

One of the girls, Gabby Millman, spotted their approach. She scowled in Bailee’s direction. Then she put on a cold smile. She raised a hand to wave.

“Mads!” Gabby shouted. As if Bailee weren’t even there.

Madison held up a hand, signaling for Gabby to wait. She turned to Bailee. “If you don’t want to come tonight, I get it. But you’ve been looking forward to the game since forever. I’d hate for you to miss out because… you know.” Madison fiddled with a silver ring on her little finger, eyes flicking toward Gabby.

Bailee stared at the floor. Madison was right. This was their year, their one shot at playing the game. But Madison had nothing to worry about. Bailee had no intention of missing out. If anything, Gabby’s caustic stare only made her more determined to play.

And win.

“Come on, Mads,” Bailee said in a light tone that wasn’t at all like how she felt. “You know I wouldn’t miss the game. Not for all the wicked witches in the world.” She rolled her eyes in Gabby’s direction.

Madison beamed. “Four thirty. We’re meeting at Potts by the edge of the woods. Don’t tell anyone, obviously. And don’t forget, you have to bring—”

“Something to sacrifice if I want to play. I know,” said Bailee.

Madison bounded away, joining Gabby, and the other two girls, Riley and Tate. Somebody must have cracked a joke because all four erupted into giggles as they stepped out the school’s front door into bright October sunshine.

Once, Bailee would have joined them. But today she turned and slipped out a side door.
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CHAPTER 2 TRADITIONS


Outside was quiet after the buzzing hallway. The sky overhead was an endless sort of blue, and the breeze smelled pleasantly of damp earth. Bailee breathed in the smell of autumn. But not even her favorite season could erase the image of Gabby’s scowl. She shook her head, pushing the thought away. She imagined stuffing the thought in a box and tucking it in a dark corner of her mind, where she wouldn’t have to deal with it anymore. If the box were real, she’d scrawl the words Stuff I’d Rather Not Think About on the side and tape it up tight.

Rounding a corner brought the front of the school into view. Students hurried to buses while others stood around in groups, laughing and soaking up the late October warmth.

Bailee ignored the crowd and hurried to the bike rack. She fished around in her pocket for her lock key. Then she felt a small tap on her shoulder.

She jumped, almost tripping over her own feet. She whirled around and found herself looking at the smiling face of Noah Davies.

“Whoa, sorry!” he said. “I should know better than to sneak up on people. Especially when everyone has ghosts on the brain.” He adjusted a pair of homemade lensless glasses. He wore a long white lab coat, artfully spattered with fake blood. A fancy pen was clipped to a pocket over his heart.

“Worse. In that getup, I thought you were Mr. Owens with a last-minute biology assignment,” Bailee said. Noah was the new kid in town. Bailee didn’t know much about him except that he got along with just about everyone but often spent lunchtime sitting alone. She never saw him without his pocket-sized notebook, always scribbling away. She had wondered if he liked writing stories, like her, but hadn’t gotten around to asking. There had been bigger things on her mind.
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Noah looked down, considering his costume. “I think Owens’s lab coat is usually a bit bloodier than this one. The guy averages, like, five paper cuts per class. But I was wondering, do you have time to talk?”

“Depends. You looking for volunteers to experiment on?” Bailee eyed his costume again.

Noah leaned in close, eyes darting from left to right. “No. It’s about… the game. It’s happening tonight, right? Oh, and I’m Noah, by the way—”

“Noah, I know who you are. You’ve been sitting in front of me for the past two months. Your family just moved into that old place down on Fifth, right?”

“News sure gets around.”

Does it ever. Out loud she said, “My nan’s got this thing about old houses. She’s always liked yours. You should hear the way she goes on about what a great job your parents are doing, fixing it up.”

“My parents would love to hear that. They’ve been working on the place around the clock. Well, my dad mostly. Mom is busy setting up her new practice. The house was such a wreck, but it’s not so bad now that the spiders have relocated to the attic. Most of them anyway.” Noah shivered.

“It’s because you’re down by the river. Spiders can’t resist waterfront property.”

“Great. There goes my dream of living spider-free,” said Noah. “When I was little, my cousin told me that spiders could grow to be as big as dogs. I knew he was lying. But they’ve given me the creeps ever since.” He shivered again.

“Brutal. My cousins never gave me phobias, just hand-me-down clothes.”

Noah laughed. He rummaged in his backpack while Bailee unlocked her bike. He produced a small notepad with a spiral coil running through the top, the same one he always carried. He flipped to a blank page, then plucked the pen out of his bloody lab-coat pocket. “I hear you’re an expert on the Bellwoods Game.”

“Wait, are you writing something about the game?” Bailee’s eyes darted around, looking for watching eyes. All the kids in Fall Hollow knew about the game, of course, but that didn’t make it any less of a secret. The last thing Bailee’s reputation needed right now was to be seen spilling secrets.

[image: Image]

“Not exactly.” Noah adjusted his fake glasses. “I’m trying to persuade Ms. Chivers to start a school paper. For my first feature, I’m writing about Abigail Snook. I’ve read what’s online and in the library’s archive, but I still have so many questions. All anyone at school can tell me are ghost stories. They say kids have seen her during the game. I asked Madison, but no one on the Committee will say a word. She says it would violate the rules of the game.” He imitated Madison’s fast-paced way of speaking.

“Well, you’re off to a good start. I didn’t know Madison was on the Committee until a few minutes ago, and she’s, like—” Bailee felt her cheeks burn. She had almost said that Madison was the only person who talked to her anymore. “My friend,” she finished, flustered.

Noah shrugged. “My dad says I have a knack for finding stuff out. But my sister just says I’m nosy.”

Bailee gave an amused snort. She pushed her bike toward home. Noah kept pace beside her.

“Why come to me?”

Noah grinned. “Madison couldn’t tell me about the game, but she might have pointed me in the direction of someone who could.”

“That sounds like Madison.” Bailee’s best friend was a stickler for rules, but if a loophole was to be found, Madison was sure to find one.

“Plus, I figure the girl with her nose jammed in a horror novel twenty-four seven must be an expert on Fall Hollow’s resident ghost.”

Bailee studied the boy next to her. He’d clearly been keeping an eye on his classmates.

She looked around again before continuing. “You didn’t hear it from me, okay?”

Noah nodded, pen twitching.

“Okay. The game’s an old Beckett Elementary tradition, going back years and years. Abigail Snook was supposedly playing it the night she disappeared. Problem is, she never actually finished. Legend says she returns every Halloween, on the anniversary of her disappearance. She’s cursed to play an endless game—trying to win her freedom from the woods. To do that, she needs Beckett kids to play with her.”

“So what exactly is the game?” Noah wrote furiously as they walked.

“It has to do with the old bell out in the woods. Three players are chosen to race to the bell. The one who rings it first banishes Abigail’s spirit and keeps Fall Hollow safe for one more year.”

“And what happens if someone doesn’t ring the bell?”

“Then Abigail Snook will go free and unleash her wrath on the whole town,” said Bailee with a grin. “No big deal.”

“Spooky. What’s a bell doing all the way out in the woods anyway?”

Bailee paused. She had never thought of the bell’s existence as strange before. Much like the legends about Abigail Snook, it had always just been there. Then she had an idea. “I could ask my nan. She knows just about everything.”

“Sounds like I need to meet your nan.” Noah flipped through his notebook, showing Bailee page after page filled with questions. “Here’s a good one,” he said, tapping on a hasty scribble. “Why do only sixth graders play?”

“Well, Abigail was in the sixth grade when she disappeared—maybe that’s why? It’s just always been that way, kind of like…”

“A tradition?” Noah finished.

“Exactly.”

The afternoon sun warmed the backs of their legs as they crossed the bridge at Main Street. They walked in silence, Bailee pushing her bike while Noah jotted down thoughts. Around them, other Beckett students laughed and blasted music from their phones. For a moment Bailee felt like part of it all, a regular kid walking home with a friend. It was a normal sort of feeling. A feeling she missed.

But she didn’t want to think about that.
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“Did you have any traditions at your old school?” Bailee asked.

Noah paused, looking thoughtful. “Some, I guess. Our class always played a prank on our teacher during the last week before summer vacation. Nothing mean, of course. We had a pretty good soccer team, too, and they always won regionals. It was a good school. For the most part.” He suddenly sounded far away. He had a familiar look on his face, one much like Bailee had been wearing lately. Maybe Bailee wasn’t the only one trying not to think of the way things used to be.

“But we didn’t have anything like the Bellwoods Game.” Noah’s attention was back on Bailee. “Secret meetups and Committees? Presents for ghosts—”

“Gifts,” she corrected.

“Right. What’s the deal with the gifts?”

“They’re sort of like… protection. Supposedly if a player gets caught by the ghost of Abigail Snook during the game, they can buy safe passage out of the woods with a gift.”

Noah nodded, copying down every word. “Does it work? Do they keep kids safe?”

“Depends on which stories you want to believe. I don’t think anyone has gone missing since Abigail Snook, so… maybe? But I did hear one about a kid who played the game without one. A long time ago.”

“What happened?” Noah asked, eyes bright with curiosity.

Bailee grinned. She knew the story well. She’d written it down in a special journal, one reserved solely for Bellwoods stories. It was one of Bailee’s most prized possessions, a collection of every spine-tingling legend and frightful rumor about the Bellwoods Game that had ever circulated through Beckett Elementary.

Bailee didn’t have her journal with her now, but she knew the story well enough. She took a deep breath and put on the serious face she reserved for telling tales. Then she began. “He was a loud kid, the kind always getting in trouble for talking. He didn’t believe in Abigail’s ghost. Said the stories were baloney and he was going to play the game and prove it. So, on Halloween night, after he was chosen to play, he went into the woods without a gift. He was gone for a long time. The other two players came back, but there was no sign of the boy. There were sounds, though. Awful, terrifying sounds.”

“Creepy,” said Noah, taking notes as Bailee spoke.

“It was dark when he returned, stumbling out of the woods in a daze. There was nothing wrong with him otherwise. There wasn’t even any mud on his shoes or scratches on his arms or face, which was weird considering this kid had been running around the woods in the dark. But all that mattered was he’d come out of the woods in one piece. At least that’s what people thought at first. In the days following, the boy acted strange—quiet. Kids tried to get him to talk about what happened in the woods. But he couldn’t. Not anymore.”

“Why not?”

Bailee let her bike come to rest beside her. “Because if you don’t have a gift to sacrifice during the game, Abigail will find something to take instead.”

Noah swallowed hard. “What did she take?” He wasn’t writing anymore. He was looking at Bailee, eyes wide.

She let the moment linger.

“His tongue,” she finished finally, dropping the ending like a ton of bricks. Her mouth twitched into a grin.

Noah looked at her, stunned. Then he laughed. “Gross.”

“Totally.” Bailee pushed her bike. “But I doubt that really happened.”

“But people believe this stuff, right? After hearing the stories, the game seems…”

“Scary? Dangerous?”

“Both! I mean, if any of this is true, why play?”

It was a good question. Bailee didn’t believe the stories about the woods, not really. But it was fun to imagine they could be true. Stories had the power to transform the ordinary into something… more. They could turn a boring forest into a place where ghosts roamed or a kids’ game into a powerful tradition that protected the town from harm. As far as Bailee was concerned, stories were a sort of magic. Playing the Bellwoods Game felt like a chance to be part of one of her favorite spooky tales. That’s why she wanted to play. One reason, anyway. But she wasn’t about to tell Noah all that.
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