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PROLOGUE

{ SATURDAY NIGHT }

Carly clutched her can of soda and wished she were somewhere, anywhere else. Across from her, Emily sat huddled with Olivia, the two of them shooting quick, furtive glances at the boys crowding the couch in the center of the room. They were so obvious about it. Not that it mattered; Jace and Philip didn’t look up from the television, their attention completely absorbed in their video game as they jostled each other and traded insults.

Come on over, Emily had said. It’ll be fun, she’d said. Fun. Carly shook her head. Sitting around watching boys play video games was not her idea of a good time. But lately Emily had been all about Jace.

Carly frowned as Emily tossed her head, her reddish-blond curls bouncing with the movement like she were in some kind of shampoo commercial. She used to have frizzy hair and freckles, and when she laughed it came from deep inside her stomach. But last year she’d started hanging out with Olivia, and now she always put product in her hair and makeup on her face, and all her laughter had that edge to it, like it was a performance and not an emotion.

Watching her best friend become someone else left a bitter taste in Carly’s mouth that no soda could wash away. She set her half-full can on the side table with a loud thunk. No one even glanced her way. She might as well be invisible.

She might as well go home.

Home. The idea of it took root in her mind, slowly sprouting. She could just leave. Her mom couldn’t pick her up until nine, but she lived only a mile away; she could easily walk home instead. Except that would mean Olivia won tonight’s round in the competition over who got to be Emily’s best friend.

One of the boys burped, long and loud and intentional.

“Oh my God, Jace!” Olivia squealed. “Disgusting!”

“So, so gross,” Emily agreed, but she gave him the same look she used to reserve for the puppies at the mall pet store, all googly-eyed and full of admiration.

“If you think that’s gross, wait’ll you get a load of this.” Jace leaned over to one side and farted. Olivia and Emily both shrieked, a mixture of mock outrage and laughter.

Carly had had enough. She stood.

Emily glanced up. For just a second their eyes met across the room, and Carly could feel the entire weight of their friendship balancing on some invisible edge, supported by nothing more than this moment, this eye contact. If Emily called her over, if she said something—anything—to show they were still close…

But then Olivia threw her arm around Emily’s shoulders, and Emily looked away, and Carly realized, abruptly, that the Emily competition was over and had been over for a long time. She should have taken the hint when Emily hadn’t bothered to try out for cross-country with her this year, instead joining theater with Olivia, even though the plan since kindergarten had been to earn running scholarships together and be roommates in college.

Carly felt that awful, itchy pressure behind her eyes that meant she was about to cry. She held herself completely rigid, curling her fingers into fists and willing the tears back. Everyone else was still laughing and talking, the noise sliding around her, leaving her untouched in the middle of it all like a rock in a fast-moving stream.

She left the room before her tears could spill over, half hoping Emily would call her back, but she didn’t. By the time Carly was at the front door, she was crying softly, the world blurry around her as she grabbed her jacket off the hook. She thrust it on, then yanked the door open and stepped outside.

It was cold, the October air full of that bite that meant frost in the morning. Carly hesitated on the front porch, wiping at her tears and zipping up her jacket. She hadn’t realized it was so late already, the sky the deep velvet blue of that moment before true night hits. She could still go back inside and wait for her mom. It was a code yellow, after all, which meant curfew was in effect.

But she pulled the door closed and stepped off the porch instead. There was no way she could sit there and continue to watch Olivia and Emily whispering together, both of them pretending Jace was some kind of comedic genius because he could fart on command. She’d rather take her chances with the night. Besides, it wasn’t fully dark yet. Not quite. And so what if a student or two had gone missing recently? In the town of Whispering Pines, that was nothing new.

As she walked quickly down the street, she started thinking about the students who had gone missing earlier this year. The ones who had returned wrong. She hadn’t seen them, but she’d heard the stories. How their faces were maimed, their eyes removed, and their minds destroyed. That seemed new, even for here, and kids at school had been whispering that it was the work of some kind of monster.

Carly shoved that thought away. It was ridiculous. Still, as the sky plunged from deep blue to black, she sped up a little, grateful for the fancy new streetlights Green On! had been installing along each road in town, their comforting glow illuminating small semicircles every few feet. It was hard to believe in monsters while bathed in their light. But the spaces between them seemed extra dark by comparison, and in those brief, unlit stretches, Carly could imagine all sorts of horrors.

A sudden gust of wind set the nearby trees to moving, their limbs creaking, their naked branches cutting jagged lines across the star-strewn sky above. Carly shivered and zipped her jacket higher. An owl called in the distance, and all around her, crickets chirped and buzzed. She focused on those normal night sounds, concentrating on her own breathing, the tapping of her sneakers against the pavement, the slamming of a car door somewhere down the street.

There were no monsters here. She was fine. Everything was fine.

But the night didn’t feel right. Despite the owl and the crickets and everything. Maybe it was the wind, still gusting, all those trees squealing like an old, rusted gate, their needles whispering, whispering. She could almost make out words.

Run, run, run…

Carly’s heart beat faster. She started jogging. Not because she was scared. No, she just wanted to get home because it was cold out. That was it.

The trees rustled harder.

Beware, beware, beware…

It was her imagination. Trees couldn’t talk, and there was nothing there. She’d always been good at scaring herself.

When she was younger, she and Emily used to make up ghost stories, trying to see whose could be the scariest. Carly’s last story had been about the Silver Lady, a jealous spirit who lived in mirrors. If you look at your reflection when the room is dark around you, she’ll look back. And once she catches your eye, beware; she will follow you with her nails like shards of glass, her hunger insatiable. You can never escape her once she’s noticed you noticing her.

What happens if she catches you? Emily had asked.

She takes your place, Carly had said, and she traps you inside the darkness of the mirror forever.

Neither she nor Emily had been willing to look into a mirror for weeks after that. And to this day, Carly still made sure all the bathroom lights were on first before she did, and she never invented a ghost story again.

It wasn’t the story itself that had scared her so much but the feeling of those words flowing from her tongue, as if she were setting them free. Like she wasn’t making the story up at all but was instead discovering one that had already been known. Something ancient and true.

Carly sped up, but she couldn’t escape the memory of that feeling, the sense that she’d accidentally peeled back the layers of reality to reveal a secret and terrible world beneath. Like with the Silver Lady in her story, she was afraid that just noticing that place of nightmares would be enough to get its attention.

She turned onto the next street. Halfway home. The night pressed in against her skin, the air strangely heavy. It was quiet over here, the only sounds the gentle buzzing of the streetlamps as she passed beneath them. Carly frowned, slowing down to listen. Yes, it was very quiet. The crickets had stopped chirping, and the birds had gone completely silent. Even the trees were still.

And then into the silence she heard something else from behind her: a soft scraping noise, like a fork sliding across a plate.

Or like talons grazing the hard surface of a road.

Her mind immediately conjured up images of monsters creeping behind her, nails long and ragged, mouths gaping hungrily. Stop it, she told herself firmly. She’d seen a few real ghosts—everyone in Whispering Pines knew there were haunted places—but no monsters and nothing like the Silver Lady. Nothing truly evil. It was probably a cat.

The scraping came again, a little louder, a little closer.

A very large cat, Carly amended. Or maybe a dog. Her shoulder blades itched, her skin crawling with the need to turn and look, but she was afraid of what she’d see. Finally, though, she couldn’t resist twisting around and scanning behind her.

At first all she saw was the long, empty stretch of road illuminated by the streetlights. Most of the houses on either side were dark, their blinds firmly closed, everyone tucked inside, honoring the code yellow. She was alone.

Or wait. Carly squinted. Something was moving at the end of the street. A person? Someone tall and skinny with terrible posture, the head thrust low between the shoulders, the arms bent and tucked in close to the chest. They stepped into the light of a nearby streetlight for just a second, moving as sinuously as oil sliding across the pavement, then flinched back from the light. But that second was long enough.

Carly’s mouth went dry in terror. Whatever that thing was, it wasn’t human. She’d caught a glimpse of a smooth, snakelike head and neck, the mouth open to reveal rows of jagged, razor-sharp teeth. There was no visible nose, just a ridge that ran up the top of its head, and on either side two sets of narrow, gleaming eyes that peered out evilly into the night.

A second one, identical to the first, oozed out from behind it, staying just outside the circle of light, only its silhouette visible. It was followed by a third, all of them moving with that unnaturally fluid grace. They paused, lifting their heads in unison, like dogs sniffing the air, and Carly realized they were hunting.

They were hunting her.

She couldn’t feel her body, everything numb and detached like she were watching it all happen from very far away, because it couldn’t be real. This was all just another story. She was still at Emily’s house, making things up in her own head. She—

The creature in the front looked right at her and let out a long, drawn-out shriek.

The streetlight near it flickered and went out. The one next to it began flickering, then winked out too. And suddenly all the lights were going out, a wave of utter blackness swallowing the street behind her.

Carly turned and ran. She ran faster than she’d ever run in cross-country practice, her sneakers slapping into the pavement too hard. She could almost hear Coach Briggs yelling at her—light feet are fast feet!—but she couldn’t concentrate on form, her mind screaming, the edges of her vision blurring into a tunnel with one focus: home.

She’d never reach it in time.

Because over the sounds of her pounding feet, her ragged breaths, the hammering of her heart, she could hear them gaining on her, the scraping of their talons, the shrieking of their hunting cry.

The streetlight just ahead sputtered and went out, and suddenly she was running in darkness, all the lights on the street fading away until she couldn’t tell what was road or grass or sky. All she could do was keep running, her breath tearing through her chest, her ears extra sensitive to the noises of the night terrors shrieking behind her.

She never should have left Emily’s house, never should have risked this, never, never, never. That never, never, never changed to please, please, please in time with every footfall. Please don’t let them catch me. Please don’t let this be real. Please get me home safe. But everything was dark, and she could feel the hot breath on the back of her neck, and her legs were screaming, her lungs in agony, and—

And she could see a woman walking up a driveway just ahead. Even before she saw the sign at the bottom, she knew exactly whose house it was. Everyone in this neighborhood knew where the Prices lived. Carly had always been a little scared of them, but right now, being chased by monsters, she almost cried in relief. If anyone could help her, it would be a family of ghost hunters.

She didn’t even hesitate but turned and sprinted up that driveway. If she could just reach their door, somehow she knew she’d be safe.

The woman was farther ahead than Carly had thought, almost to the porch already, her silhouette outlined by the candles in the windows ahead of her. She glowed with their light like a beacon of safety.

“Help!” Carly gasped, but the word came out as no more than a whisper, snatched away by the cool night air. The woman stopped walking.

Carly ran harder, the trees on either side of her a dark blur. Twenty feet away, and the woman turned around. Fifteen, and she began walking toward her, arms extended almost like she was going to give her a welcoming embrace. Carly couldn’t make out her face, but there was something odd about how she moved, like she was drifting above the grass, her long flowing dress unmoving despite the wind.

Ten feet.

Something crashed into Carly from the side, knocking her to the ground. She bit back a cry as she skidded across the pavement and onto the grass, already scrambling back to her feet as the night terror advanced on her. Its eyes glowed, four perfect half-moons, tracking her every motion. Slowly it rose, straightening that long, curved neck until it towered over her, its teeth dripping saliva.

Carly wanted to scream, but her throat was too dry. She opened her mouth, but only a small whimper escaped. She glanced toward the porch, toward the woman who would be her rescuer, but no one was there. The house sat dark and sleeping as the candles in the window went out one by one.

Movement flickered at the corner of her eye as the second monster moved in. Both of them stalked forward, their steps slow and deliberate. Carly backed up across the yard, stumbling on loose leaves. She was in the trees that lined the houses, the Watchful Woods closing over her.

Her back hit a tree, and she froze, not taking her eyes off those two monsters.

And then a third one slipped in under the branches beside her, its breath hot against the side of her neck. She turned her head slowly, so slowly, the smell of rotting eggs and moist, rich soil filling her nostrils. And as the jaws of the monster opened wide—impossibly, hopelessly wide—she had a sudden image flash through her mind: her mom pulling into Emily’s driveway, going up to the door, ringing the bell, finding her gone. How she’d worry when Carly never returned home.

As the night terror fell on her in a flurry of teeth and claws, her last thought was that she would become just another missing student.

Nothing unusual for the town of Whispering Pines.






1. RAE


{ THE NEXT DAY }

A cool breeze gushed through the open living room window. Outside, Rae could hear bare branches clacking against one another like skeletal bones. Normally she would have rushed to close all the windows her sister had left open, but not today. This weekend she felt like she could defeat whatever monsters came at her, solve any mysteries that Whispering Pines threw her way.

She remembered the feeling of Caden’s fingers linking with hers as the two of them sat in his kitchen Friday night. They were officially a team now. One that would get to the bottom of all the oddities in their town. Vivienne had promised to be a part of it too. And she hoped Nate and Alyssa would join as well.

She knew which mystery she wanted to start with.

She sipped her hot chocolate from one of her favorite mugs, a large pale blue one with dinosaurs dancing across it celebrating a “shooting star.” It used to belong to her dad; he’d always had a dark sense of humor. He might want it back when he returned.

When she found him.

She took another sip, carefully studying the photo she had brought downstairs with her. An alien stared back at her, its dark eyes strangely mesmerizing. It almost felt as if it could really see her, even though she knew this was just a picture. Still, there was something about the way those eyes gleamed, how they seemed to follow her movements. They took up most of its face, barely leaving room for a slit of a nose and the hint of a mouth. The bulk of its body was hidden by its cell, its fingers wrapped around the thick iron bar in front of it.

Her dad had hidden this picture in his office. This was the alien he had seen imprisoned near his lab out in Northern California when he was part of Operation Gray Bird: a top-secret work project that involved reverse engineering the fuel source of a spaceship. Rae was pretty sure her dad had taken this picture the day before he vanished, using the old Polaroid camera he’d inherited from his own dad. Probably didn’t want to use a cell phone and have it end up on the cloud.

She was also pretty sure this was the reason he had vanished. Why else would all those men in their identical suits have ransacked their house? They’d been looking for any proof he might have left behind. But Rae had gotten to it first. She’d snuck into his office and stolen back the calendar she’d made him with all her potential future running meets listed and a photograph of the two of them. It was only after she’d gotten back to her room that she’d discovered this second photo hidden in the back of the frame.

She peered closer, trying to ignore the alien’s eyes, instead focusing on the tiny green tag barely visible in the folds of its neck. She needed to get a microscope.

She heard footsteps and froze, then relaxed when it was just Ava finally coming downstairs.

“Hot chocolate for breakfast?” Ava shook her head in mock disapproval.

“Welcome to the land of the living, Count Dracula, but it’s almost lunchtime.” Rae studied her older sister. Ava’s long brown hair had been shoved up into a messy bun. Not artfully messy, either, but like she’d just wanted it out of her face and couldn’t be bothered to brush it. Her clothing, too, had the wrinkled look of something she had grabbed from her floor. Still, it was a step up from yesterday, when she’d stayed in her pajamas all day and had hardly come out of her room at all.

Ava was normally much more put together, but after Friday’s ordeal, maybe she just wasn’t feeling like exerting any extra effort. Rae could hardly blame her for that.

“I had a rough time sleeping last night.” Ava flopped onto the couch next to her. She snatched the mug from Rae’s hand and took a large swallow, then grimaced. “Coffee is so much better than this sugar water.”

“Then stop stealing it and go make yourself some.” Rae grabbed her cup back. “And I noticed you decided we needed all the windows open. In October.”

Ava shrugged.

“I woke up at, like, five this morning half frozen to death.”

“Well, at least you didn’t wake up dead.”

“Ha ha.” Rae took another long sip of cocoa. It was starting to lose its warmth, and cold cocoa just didn’t have the same comforting effect. It was still better than coffee, though. She watched Ava over its rim, trying to be inconspicuous about it. In addition to the messy hair and clothes, her sister had deep shadows under her wide brown eyes that, combined with her overly pale skin, added to the Dracula effect and made her appear… haunted. The look of someone who had faced off with the monsters and barely lived to talk about it.

Rae was just starting to get used to that same look on her own face. It was worse, somehow, to see it on her sister’s. Especially since it had been her friend’s brother who had caused it.

Aiden Price. Rae’s fingers tightened on the handle of her mug, barely noticing how the ceramic dug into her skin as anger filled her with more warmth than any cocoa ever could. Aiden had kidnapped her sister and then used her in some freaky ritual that had sent her spirit into the Other Place. What had that done to her? Would she be changed forever?

“Would you stop doing that?” Ava said.

“Doing what?” Rae asked innocently, pushing all thoughts of Aiden to the side.

“The whole ‘staring at me like I’m some kind of alien’ thing. Just stop it already.”

“If the shoe fits…”

“Then I’ll take that shoe and beat you with it.” Ava glanced down at the photo in Rae’s hand. “And speaking of aliens, why are you looking at that now?”

“You know this tag you pointed out to me?” Rae tapped the tiny green square. She had shown the photo to her sister mere days ago, after they had promised to share any information that had to do with their dad, and Ava had noticed that little detail immediately. “The queen bug had the same exact one clipped to its neck.”

Rae realized her mistake the moment the words were out of her mouth.

“The queen bug,” Ava said flatly. “And how do you know about her tag?”

Uh-oh. Rae had promised her sister she wouldn’t go after monsters and that she’d stay out of the tunnels snaking below Whispering Pines. Both promises she had broken on Friday.

“Well… that’s kind of a funny story.” Rae fiddled with her cup, trying to think of the best way to explain. A way that wouldn’t get her murdered by her sister. “Patrick assigned me and Vivienne a special task. You know, for that internship at Green On!? All very educational and important.”

“Uh-huh.” Ava crossed her arms. “If you think dropping Patrick’s name into this story will get you off the hook for any reckless actions you took, you’re dead wrong.”

Rae’s shoulders sagged. She had kind of hoped the magic of his name would be enough to distract Ava. Rae might no longer trust the young senior consultant, but she knew her sister was still affected by his movie-star good looks.

“What was this special task?” Ava pressed.

“Oh, nothing too strenuous or anything. A little hiking, some cardio, a bit of observation.”

“Rae.” Ava’s tone was sharp and impatient.

“Okay, okay. Patrick sent us into the tunnels to wipe out the queen and her nest.” Rae said it fast, the verbal equivalent of ripping off a Band-Aid.

“You did what?” Ava practically leaped to her feet.

“Now, before you totally overreact, we had to go in or our classmate Blake would have died, and anyhow, Green On! promised us full backup.”

“Backup? What kind of backup?”

Rae hesitated. Patrick had promised to wait just above the mouth of the tunnel, monitoring hers and Vivienne’s progress through the readings on their fancy new Green On! suits and jumping in if they seemed to be in trouble. But the truth was that he had flat-out left them behind to fend for themselves; when they’d finally climbed out of the tunnel, he’d been gone.

She forced a casual shrug. “I don’t really know. Turned out those bugs weren’t tough enough for us to need it.” A flash of memories: the hordes of crawling bugs illuminated in slices from her headlamp, all those legs, and the look on the queen’s face as she charged. How it had felt to stand in the middle of a mountain of their corpses and know she was responsible for so much death. She deliberately shut those memories down. She knew she’d have to tell Ava the whole story eventually, but right now her sister had enough worries without adding Rae’s most recent near-death experience to the list.

“Did you save Blake?” Ava sounded resigned, not mad. A good sign.

“I hope so. We cut him out of the egg sac, but you remember the exploding goat?”

Ava shuddered. “How could I forget?”

They had rescued a goat from the tunnels earlier in the week and brought it to Green On!, only to have two giant bugs burst from its stomach. Poor animal. Rae hated thinking about it and how it had been so close to safety only to die like that. Blake had been groaning and clutching his stomach as Vivienne carried him from the tunnel, and she was terrified the same thing might happen to him. “He’s at Green On! now, but I haven’t heard how he’s doing. I’m hoping Vivienne will know more.”

“I’m starting to wonder if Vivienne might be a bad influence on you,” Ava said.

“It’s not her fault. If you’re going to blame anything, blame the internship.”

“Oh, I’m blaming that, too.”

“Let’s get back to the point,” Rae said quickly. “The tags match. Dad’s alien and my alien bug.”

“Meaning?”

Rae stared at her sister. How could Ava not see it? “Obviously, it means Green On! must be connected to Dad’s disappearance. They knew about the infestation. And they must have known about his alien. Maybe they are the ones who took him.” Patrick had promised to tell her where her dad was after she won the internship contest. If he’d been involved in her dad’s disappearance in the first place, then of course he’d have that information.

But would he really give it to her?

She blinked, noticing the odd look on Ava’s face. Her sister’s mouth was pressed tight, her lips almost white, like she was fighting to keep a whole wave of words locked inside. “What?” Rae asked.

Ava shook her head. “Nothing.”

Rae frowned. “Are you keeping secrets from me? You promised you’d tell me everything you’ve found out.”

“A bit rich coming from you, bug girl,” Ava shot back. Then she sighed. “Fine. Did you ever think it was strange that I was able to get an early acceptance letter into WestConn University even though I was only a junior in high school?”

Rae shrugged. “You’re a genius. Whatever.”

Ava smiled. “Thanks. But genius or no, that sort of thing never happens. I mean, it probably happens if your parents are rich or famous, but otherwise no. Especially since I didn’t even apply first.”

Rae blinked. “What?”

“I just requested information from them, and I got this letter back saying I had a spot if I wanted it. I told Mom, and the next thing I knew—bam!—moving trucks. And here we are.” Ava fiddled with the edge of her wrinkled T-shirt, rolling it up and down, her expression troubled. “I would like to go there, but I also can’t shake the feeling that someone important wanted us to move here, and that makes me nervous.”

“Is Green On! connected to the university?”

Ava shot her a look.

“Okay, silly question,” Rae muttered. They’d been in Whispering Pines long enough to see that Green On! was connected to everything. “Maybe—”

Ding-dong!

Ava jumped, throwing her hands up defensively.

“It’s okay. It’s just Vivi,” Rae said quickly. “I’ve been waiting for her.”

Ava nodded, but she still looked anxious, her face all twitchy like a cornered rabbit, and Rae wondered if Aiden had rung the doorbell when he’d come too. If he’d stood on their doorstep, smiling and relaxed and oh so friendly until the moment he’d grabbed her sister and dragged her away. If Rae ever saw his smug face again…

Ding-dong! Ding-dong!

“Coming!” Rae yelled, setting her half-empty mug on the coffee table and slipping the photo inside a small manila envelope. She paused and looked at her sister. “Keep this safe for me?” She held up the envelope.

Ava nodded, taking it from her solemnly.

Everything inside Rae screamed at her to snatch the envelope back. That photo was the last real tie she had to her dad. Without it, she suddenly felt vulnerable, like she’d been climbing up a wall and someone had just cut her rope. But she’d decided to trust Ava. The best way to find him was to work together, and this, handing over her evidence, was a good start in that direction.

The bell rang again, this time long and loud, like whoever was on the other side was just leaning on it and would keep doing so until the end of time. Rae rushed to the front door, unlocking it and throwing it open.

Vivienne stood on the other side, her long black hair draping over the top of her ever-present backpack. “Oh good,” she said. “For a minute there I thought you and Nate had formed some kind of Ignore Vivienne club or something.” She grinned, cheerful as ever.

“So you haven’t heard from Nate yet, either?” Nate had been the other teammate on their Green On! internship project, but Patrick had kept him behind when he sent her and Vivienne into the tunnels to take down the bugs, and she hadn’t heard from him since.

“Nope. I tried calling him twice now, and both times, straight to voicemail.”

“Huh. Seems unlike him.” Rae had once called Nate at midnight, and he’d still answered his phone. And since he’d last seen them heading into potential death, she was honestly surprised he hadn’t checked in. Surprised, and a little hurt. She’d thought they were friends.

Friends…

Rae frowned. Nate didn’t have many of those. Would he really ignore the ones he did have? For the first time, his silence made her feel less upset and more… uneasy. “Do you think something might have happened to him?”

“Like what? We took care of the bugs, remember?”

“Yeah, but this is Whispering Pines,” Rae said.

Vivienne gave her a blank look.

“Random sinkholes? Murderous squirrels? Occasional eye-snatching monsters?” Rae still couldn’t get over the way the other residents never seemed to notice how strange their town was.

“I guess you have a point. But I think he’s just avoiding us out of guilt. We went into the nest while he stayed nice and safe aboveground.”

“Patrick made him stay. He wanted to come with us.”

“I know,” Vivienne said. “He turned out to be braver than I’d thought.” She lapsed into silence, then sighed. “We should probably check on him. Want to bike over there after we see Caden?”

It wasn’t a bad idea. “Sure.” Rae slipped on her sneakers, then called out to Ava, “We’re heading to Caden’s now. And then biking to Nate’s.”

“Yeah, I know.” Ava had settled back onto the couch and looked like she was going to take a nap. “I’m ten feet away; I could hear you.” She yawned. “No monsters and no caving.”

“We make no promises,” Vivienne said.

Ava glared at her.

“I was joking!”

“Uh-huh. I’m watching you, Vivienne,” Ava said sternly.

Rae shook her head. “Let’s go.” She headed outside, waiting until Vivienne followed her out before closing and locking the door. “Sorry about that. She’s a little cranky on account of our last adventure. Thinks you’re a bad influence.”

“Me?” Vivienne looked highly offended.

“To be fair, I never went alien bug hunting before you.”

“Hey, that was a first for me, too,” Vivienne said as they walked across the deck, careful not to slip on the damp leaves littering the wood.

The sky was overcast, the clouds dark with the promise of rain. As Rae crossed the street with Vivienne, she could smell the moisture in the air, along with the scent of damp soil and plant decay from the nearby woods. They were far richer autumn smells than what she’d been used to in Northern California, but she barely noticed the strangeness anymore. It was hard to believe she’d been in her new home for only a month now. Already it had begun to feel like all she’d ever known.

They’d made it almost all the way up Caden’s driveway when Vivienne stopped and grabbed Rae’s arm.

“What?” Rae asked.

Vivienne lifted her head and sniffed, her nostrils flaring, and a deep chill went through Rae. For a second she was back in the tunnels, watching as something inhuman stared out at her from her friend’s face. Something cold and hungry. At that moment Rae had been certain Vivienne was about to kill her.

Vivienne had told her that last year she’d been exploring a tunnel with her mom when she’d touched some sort of cursed pillar. Ever since, she’d begun changing, developing superspeed and superstrength. Oh yes, and a hunger for blood. Caden’s mom had given her a powerful amulet to help freeze the curse, which she’d kept hidden inside the enormous backpack she always wore. At first it seemed to work. But slowly it had become less and less effective, until eventually her mom turned to Patrick for a better cure.

For a while the elixir Patrick created had helped Vivienne. But several days ago, he’d stopped giving it to her.

“Vivi?” Rae said, her voice quavering. She was very aware of Vivienne’s grip on her arm, of their closeness.

Vivienne glanced at her. Her eyes had gone flat and hard. They reminded Rae of the alien in the photo. “Blood,” Vivienne whispered. “Fresh, and lots of it.”

Rae shivered. “Where?”

“Behind the house.” Vivienne let go of Rae and took a step back. She squeezed her eyes shut, and when she opened them again, she looked like herself, except for the miserable twist to her mouth and the hunched shoulders. “I don’t think I should go any closer.”

Rae didn’t want to go closer either. Ava wasn’t the only one in their house plagued by nightmares. But it was always better to face things directly.

Just ahead she could see the thin line of salt that Caden traced around his house as part of his protective warding rituals. Beyond it, the rest of the house looked innocent enough. There was only one car at the top of the driveway, which meant either one or both of Caden’s parents were gone, and the lights inside were all off despite the gloom out here, but there was nothing all that sinister about any of it. Still, Rae hesitated.

“Will you be okay here?” she asked Vivienne.

Vivienne pressed her lips together and nodded once. It did not fill Rae with confidence, but she took a deep breath and stepped over the salt line.

Nothing happened.

Rae wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting, but after Friday night’s ritual inside the Price house, she believed anything was possible. She didn’t let herself think too hard about what that had been like, watching Caden sit in the middle of his carefully drawn pentagram, his legs crossed and hands loose in his lap, his face…

She didn’t like to think of his face, because at that moment when the spell began, he’d looked… wrong. Like all the lines of his skull had shifted. No, that wasn’t quite it. It was as if the skin over those bones had changed, draping itself differently like he were wearing the skin as a mask. And beneath that mask…

Rae shivered and made herself walk farther up. She thought again of how it had felt to hold hands with Caden after it was all over and know they were a team. That was the Caden she needed to focus on. The one who listened to her patiently and made jokes about team uniforms. The one who was her friend. She didn’t need to dwell on the way he had somehow magically lit candles with his mind, the flames crackling so high that it felt like the entire room was on fire. Or that strange, twisted little smile he’d worn as she’d cringed in terror, his eyes reflecting back the red of the fires around him.

Rae glanced over her shoulder at Vivienne standing so still and quiet in the middle of the driveway. Back at Rae’s old school, after her former best friend told everyone that Rae was a conspiracy nut, the other students had all been a little scared of her. Kind of ironic that now her friends were the scary ones.

Immediately Rae felt bad about that thought. It wasn’t Vivienne’s fault that she’d been cursed. And Caden had been trying to save Ava when he’d gone all dark magician on her. Neither of them was a monster, and it wasn’t fair to think of them that way.

“Do you see anything?” Vivienne called.

“Not yet.” Rae turned back toward Caden’s house, scanning the wide porch with its empty swing, then took in the carefully mowed yard tucked inside the thick ring of trees. She half expected Aiden to leap out at her, but all was quiet.

And then she noticed it. A large bundle of rags nestled against the roots of the closest trees.

Heart quickening, Rae walked toward it, her feet sinking into the wet grass, her steps slow. When she was a few feet away, she stopped and clapped a hand over her nose and mouth. Because now she could smell it too. The metallic scent of blood. In fact, it was all she could smell.

She didn’t want to look closer at that bundle of rags, but she’d promised herself long ago that she would never look away from the truth. Even if it was awful.

It took a second for her mind to understand what her eyes were seeing. The body was so mangled it didn’t even look human, but then she saw the details: the long brown hair; the splay of one bloody hand, palm up; a single, perfect, untouched eye in the ruins of the face.

Rae staggered back, then turned and fell to her knees, retching. She stayed there for several long minutes, her stomach roiling, and she swore she could feel that eye watching her the whole time. Blue as a late-summer sky.






2. CADEN


The sky burned overhead with that brilliance that was only seen in late autumn, the blue so sharp it was almost painful to look at. Caden shielded his eyes, squinting out across the small village spread in front of him. People strolled past, having conversations that he couldn’t hear, their mouths opening and closing but no sound escaping. They were all dressed strangely—the women in long, plain gowns, the men in hats—like something out of an old-fashioned play.

Caden frowned, holding out a hand. It looked solid enough, but no one glanced his way despite his T-shirt and jeans. This must be a dream, then. But it felt real.

I wanted to show you what it was like.

Caden turned his head. A woman stood next to him. She was old and stooped, her white hair pulled back in a loose bun. She seemed oddly familiar, like a relative he used to know. Someone he saw on holidays, perhaps, and only at large family gatherings. Not that he’d been to any of those. Mostly his mom kept them apart from any extended family.

The old woman didn’t look at him, her gaze fixed on the people ahead of them. There’s Goodwife Mary with the goats. It’s about to happen. See how the goats scream and fight her? They know.

“Know what?” Caden asked, watching a goat struggle soundlessly as a woman tried corralling it inside a pen. It reminded him uncomfortably of Priceless Art and her agitation seconds before an alien had burst from her stomach. The goat kicked and flailed and, abruptly, knocked the woman over and sprinted out of the pen, the door flying open. Several goats followed, all of them running out of the village. A young boy, probably about eight or nine, raced after them, followed by an even younger girl, her hair in long braids that streamed out behind her.
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