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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.

Saved their lives, that did.

“From what?” Caden tried asking again, but it was as if the woman beside him couldn’t hear his voice. Like this was a recording she was playing for him, and it wouldn’t matter what he said or did because no one was listening.

The sky darkened overhead, strange billowing clouds covering it, and Caden was filled with a deep, dreadful sense of foreboding. He watched as Goodwife Mary picked herself up, brushing off her bottom. She glanced up at the sky, her wide face creasing in concern. He watched her mouth open as she called something back over her shoulder, and a few seconds later a man walked out the front door of the nearby cottage.

The clouds changed from dark, thunderous gray to an eerie yellowish green, thickening until the entire village was shrouded. And Caden realized they weren’t clouds at all but fog, drifting upward instead of down. And hidden in that fog, strange shapes moved and twisted and thrashed.

Caden glanced to the side, but the old woman had vanished. It felt like he were the only living thing here. He took a step forward, the fog parting around him, and suddenly he could see Goodwife Mary.

Or what was left of her.



Caden woke to the sound of screaming. He sat up so fast his head spun, and he put a hand against the wall, steadying himself as he listened. Nothing. Only the pounding of his heart, thrumming through his whole body. The noise must have stopped the moment he woke up.

Because he had been the one screaming.

He swallowed hard, his throat aching. All at once the last thing he saw flashed through his mind—the woman ripped nearly in half, one of her hands thrown over her face in an attempt to protect herself. And underneath that hand lay the ruined jaw, the shredded flesh of her neck, and worst of all, the terror still glinting in her perfectly preserved eyes….

Caden pushed open his bedroom door, sprinted to the bathroom, and threw up in the toilet.

He crouched over it for a long minute, panting, until his stomach settled down, and then he sat back on the cool tile floor and closed his eyes. He’d had prophetic dreams in the past, and while this one had felt as real as one of those, he knew there was no way he was seeing the future. Not with the people and the village looking like they’d come straight out of one of his New England history books. Did that mean everything he’d seen had already happened?

He pictured that greenish-yellow fog. There was only one place he knew of that looked like that.

The sound of running water jolted him from his thoughts, and he opened his eyes. His mom stood at the sink. She turned off the water, then handed him a cool, damp washcloth.

“Thanks,” he croaked, putting it over his face.

“Want to talk about it?” she asked.

He could hear the concern in her voice, although when he tried to sense her emotions, he felt nothing. It was disorienting, like reaching for a wall he knew was there in the dark and finding only empty air. It had been like that ever since the ritual he’d done two nights ago. His powers were seemingly scraped clean. His mom had assured him they’d be back soon enough, but for now he was without, and it made him feel strangely defenseless. And for the first time, he wondered if his brother had felt this vulnerable when he returned from the Other Place without his power.

Aiden loved power more than anything; it was what had driven him to first open the rift into the Other Place, drawn by the promise of even greater power inside. Instead, he’d found monsters hungry for his blood and a great evil lurking in the center, imprisoned there hundreds of years ago by one of their ancestors. That evil had struck him a deal: his assistance in freeing her in exchange for his life.

Caden wondered if Aiden had gotten his powers back now that he’d helped that evil. And then he wondered if he even cared. Aiden was long gone now. Whatever power he may or may not have wouldn’t be much help to any of them. And thanks to that little deal he’d made, the rest of their family was all in danger. He could still remember the way Ava had been screaming, the terror in her eyes when she delivered her warning.

She wanted me to give a message to the Prices… She’s coming for you.

He had spent all of yesterday helping his parents put extra protections around their house: more quartz crystals in the corners and windows, chalk diagram protection spells at all the entrances, and a new salt line around their property. His mom had been convinced they’d be attacked soon, but so far there’d been nothing. Still, even without his own abilities, he could feel the menace looming over them and knew it was just a matter of time.

“Caden?” his mom asked gently.

He pulled the washcloth from his face and looked at her. “I’m fine,” he croaked. “I just had a very disturbing dream.”

She stiffened, her eyes widening. “What kind of dream?”

“I don’t know. It was weird. This old woman was talking to me, only it was like a recording, and there was this colonial village, and then fog rolled in and—” He stopped abruptly. His mom was staring at him, her hand pressed over her mouth. “What?”

Slowly, she lowered her hand, her fingers trembling. “You saw the reckoning.”

“The what now?”

“The start of it all.” She studied him, her eyes sad. “There are still truths I haven’t shared with you about how the Other Place was created. The first sacrifice given and taken. Perhaps it’s time now.”

Caden felt suddenly exhausted, like his blood had been replaced with sand, his whole body heavy and gritty. The last thing he wanted was yet another family secret.

“Caden?” his dad called, rapping gently on the door.

His mom opened it.

“Oh, sorry.” His dad looked between the two of them, his forehead creasing. “Is everything okay?”

She nodded. “It’s fine.”

“Ah. Well, Caden’s friend is here.”

“What?” Caden blinked, surprised. Those were words his dad had literally never said before. Well, not to him, at any rate; Aiden had always had plenty of friends, although most of them avoided the house. Then all at once Caden remembered that Rae had been planning on coming over today with Vivienne. But not until noon… Was it really that late already? He’d slept in longer than he’d thought. He was suddenly very aware of the fact that he was still sitting on the bathroom floor in nothing but boxers and an old X-Men T-shirt. “Can you ask her to wait a few minutes?” he asked.

“Sure thing,” his dad said. “I’ll just let her know you’re having a bathroom emergency.”

“Dad!” Caden’s cheeks burned hot.

“Kidding, kidding. Or am I?” His dad chuckled evilly. “Better hurry!”

Caden probably set some kind of record for fastest time getting ready, grabbing the first outfit he could from off his bedroom floor and jamming it on, his earlier exhaustion falling away instantly in the wake of his potential future humiliation. As he sprinted down the stairs, he tried not to imagine his dad saying the words “bathroom emergency.” And to Rae, of all people.

But when he got to the front door, all traces of his dad’s earlier humor had been wiped from his face.

“What is it?” Caden looked from his dad to his mom, to Rae hovering just outside. His parents both looked grim, Rae frightened. Caden’s heart began beating a little faster. “What happened?”

“Apparently there’s been some kind of accident.” The way his dad said the words made it clear it was the fatal kind. “You wait here. Your mom and I are going to go take a look.”

“No way,” Caden said, already reaching for the hoodie he kept hung up nearby and jamming his feet into his sneakers. “I’m coming too.”

“Caden,” his dad began.

“Let him come,” his mom said. “If it’s what I think it is, it’ll concern him, too. It’ll concern all of us.”




3. RAE

Rae couldn’t bring herself to look at the body again, so she waited a few feet away, her back to it, as Caden and his parents looked it over. But finally she couldn’t stand the silence.

“What do you think did it?” she asked, half turning toward them. And even though she was trying not to look, she couldn’t help noticing the dead girl’s feet sticking out just behind Mr. Price. They were clad in a pair of well-worn sneakers stained a mottled brownish red from the blood. Running sneakers. What if this was someone she knew?

She didn’t want to think about that. She’d seen too much death this weekend. First in the tunnels—Coach Briggs, Gary the Goatman, and the entire nest of alien centipedes. And now this. She could feel the horror of all of it piling against her mind, and she knew she couldn’t handle any more. The slightest bit of pressure and she would crack like an egg.

And then… She wasn’t sure what would happen then. Better not to find out, even if she hated herself a little for her cowardice. What would her dad say? He wouldn’t have turned away. He always dug for the truth, and she’d believed she was the same. But maybe some truths were better left buried.

“I’m not sure,” Mrs. Price finally answered, but the look she gave Caden said otherwise.

“Is it something from the Other Place?” Rae guessed. “Another monster that escaped?” She could picture Ivan the Unseeing and his long, spidery limbs, the holes gaping where his eyes should have been as he hunted her down. When Aiden had opened a rift into the Other Place nine months ago, the Unseeing had slipped into their dimension and attacked eight other kids. She was supposed to have been its ninth victim, but with Caden’s help, she had been able to send the monster back.

Caden had recently been forced to open a rift again to save her sister. Could some other monster have used that as an opportunity to escape?

“Maybe,” Mrs. Price said. “Or maybe it’s her leaving us another message.”

Rae glanced at Caden. He was staring hard at the body, his eyebrows drawn together, but he must have felt her looking. He turned and caught her gaze, and she saw he was afraid too.

“We’ll have to call the police,” Mr. Price said. “Sorry, Caden. I know how you feel about them.”

“Considering they believed I murdered my brother and hid his body, I’d say the feeling’s mutual.” He shrugged. “But I understand.”

“Can you take care of that?” Mrs. Price asked.

“What?” Caden said. “Me?”

“Your father and I need to check the wall and make sure the enchantments on it are still holding. In fact, maybe we’d better call the local coven and bolster it anyhow.”

“What wall?” Rae asked, confused.

“The old colonial wall,” Caden said. “You know, the stone one in the woods?”

“Oh.” Rae pictured the moss-covered stone wall that wove through the Watchful Woods. She’d been told that it changed its pattern occasionally, the stones somehow magically moving at random times of the day, and had just assumed that was yet another oddity in a town full of them. But maybe there was a purpose to it. Still. “Isn’t a murdered girl more important than a wall?”

“If the protective magics on that wall fail, we’ll have far more to worry about than whatever killed this poor girl,” Mrs. Price said.

Rae went cold. “What do you mean?”

“That wall helps keep the barrier between our dimension and the Other Place secure. So if it falters… well. Just imagine all the creatures of the Other Place pouring out into our little town.”

Rae didn’t want to imagine it. “I’ll take care of the police call,” she said, wanting to have something useful to do.

“When will you leave?” Caden asked his parents.

“As soon as we pack our bags. We’ll probably have to stay overnight.”

“In the woods?” Caden looked horrified; he’d been the one to warn Rae about the woods at night the first time she and Vivienne had gone exploring there. Considering how creepy it was beneath those trees in the daylight, she could only imagine how it would be transformed once the sun set.

“It’s not ideal,” Caden’s mom said. “But necessary, I think. There are some spells that can only truly be cast by moonlight.”

Caden nodded as if that made perfect sense. Probably to him, it did.

Rae pulled her phone out of her back pocket, the slim metal rectangle cool in her hand, the solid weight of it comforting. She dialed the police.

“What’s your emergency?” the voice on the other end of the line said, and Rae turned her attention away from the Prices. Let them handle their magic spells and their magic walls. Someone had to take care of the rest. Might as well be her.




4. CADEN

Soon after Caden’s parents disappeared into the woods, the police and Green On! had come screaming down their street, and now representatives from both were clustered around the victim. It was the worst possible combination. Caden eyed the cops, remembering how they had questioned him repeatedly over his brother’s disappearance last year. They’d made no secret of the fact that he was the main suspect. Kids in school had already been afraid of him before that, but it had made everything so much worse.

Until Rae showed up. Rae, who had pulled him into her orbit and made him one of her friends. She stood next to him, looking scared and a little overwhelmed. He had to read the look on her face because he couldn’t sense her emotions, couldn’t feel her energy. He hadn’t realized how much he’d come to rely on that ability until it was gone. He pictured himself as a dry well, waiting for another good rainfall. Until then he’d be just as useless as most people.

Caden frowned. People without magic weren’t useless. He didn’t really think that. Except, if he were truly honest, he’d admit that a small part of him did. Growing up with Aiden as his brother, it was hard not to think of their family as superior to the people around them because of their special inner gifts. Not with Aiden telling him that constantly.

Look at them all, his brother would say, his contempt wrapping the two of them in an insulating bubble, separating them from the nearby crowds. Small and feeble, concerned with their little lives. As if any of them matter. And Caden had looked, and seen through Aiden’s eyes, and believed it was true.

At the time that belief had been a comfort, since all the kids at his school thought he was a mind-reading freak and wanted nothing to do with him, even before they believed he was also a murderer. But after his brother had used his abilities to punish a boy, forcing the kid to slap himself in the face until his skin was raw and red, his nose bloody, Caden had realized he didn’t want to be the kind of person who was capable of doing the things his brother did. Which meant he didn’t want to think like his brother anymore, seeing other people as somehow less human than he was.

He had thought he’d been successful in shedding those poisonous beliefs, but something inside him had changed when he’d done Friday night’s ritual. It was like the part of him that wanted to be like everyone else had been peeled away to expose this darker, more authentic version. One who was tired of keeping all his powers pulled in under tight control. Tired of pretending to be other than he was.

“Hello again, Mr. Price,” a man’s smooth voice said. Caden didn’t have to look up to know exactly who it was: Patrick Smith, senior consultant to Green On! and the man who thought it was perfectly reasonable to send a couple of middle schoolers down a tunnel infested with giant alien bugs. Caden had suspected there was something wrong with Patrick from the moment he first saw him. Now he was sure of it.

Patrick had also imprisoned Caden’s parents inside one of Green On!’s secret labs for several days until Vivienne’s mom had let them out. And yet he stood here on their property without any guilt. No worry the cops would turn on him. It was further proof of who really ran the town. Not that Caden needed it; he’d known the truth for years.

Caden didn’t like the way Patrick was looking at him now. Like he could guess exactly what Caden was thinking. And maybe he could; Caden had no idea what he was capable of. Even when his own abilities were working correctly, he couldn’t read him—the man was like a black hole, his emotions a void.

“What do you want?” Caden asked, not caring if he sounded rude.

“Considering this body was discovered here on the edge of your family’s property, did you hear or see anything unusual last night, Mr. Price?”

Caden shook his head. Not that it meant much, since he’d been pretty much dead to the world last night, still recovering from the ritual he’d conducted on Friday to call Ava’s spirit back to her body. His parents, too, had been exhausted, both from that ritual and from all the time they’d spent afterward putting up spells of protection on their house. There could have been a raging party right outside and they probably wouldn’t have heard it.

“Respectfully, sir, I told you this boy is a well-known liar,” one of the cops said. Caden recognized his skinny mustache and wide-set eyes. He also remembered the awful combination of garlic and coffee on the man’s breath when he had told Caden people like him always ended locked up one way or another. He’d been the worst of the interrogators last year.

“Respectfully, sir,” Patrick said, the disdain in his voice obvious, “I am handling this investigation. Your job is to handle the cleanup when I’m done.”

The cop blinked, his face turning red with fury. But the cop next to him whispered in his ear, and he nodded and didn’t say anything. He just stood there, obviously fuming.

Caden watched the whole exchange with interest. He had always wondered how the Whispering Pines police felt about Green On! taking over everything—including their jobs—whenever they wanted.

“Are your parents home, Mr. Price?” Patrick asked.

Caden was pretty sure Patrick already knew the answer, but he shook his head anyway.

“Unfortunate. Please have them call me when they return.”

Caden didn’t say anything. There was no way his parents were going to willingly help the man who had imprisoned them. But then he glanced back at that mangled body and suddenly wasn’t so sure. Something had killed her. His parents would want to help track it down before anyone else got hurt. Even if that meant working with Green On!.

“Now, then, if we’re done here?” Patrick snapped his fingers, and two men came over with a stretcher. They loaded the body onto it, then covered it with a plastic sheet and carried it off to one of the waiting vans.

“Should we keep a guard posted here?” the cop with the mustache asked, shooting Caden a suspicious look. “Make sure no one messes with the crime scene?”

“I hardly think that’s necessary. I’m sure Mr. Price and his friends will steer clear of it.”

The cop’s mouth tightened in disapproval, but he nodded once and then walked toward his vehicle, the rest of the cops and the Green On! team following behind him. Everyone except Patrick.

Obviously he wasn’t done with them yet.




5. RAE

Ms. Matsuoka?” Patrick called.

Rae looked up. Vivienne was hovering near the street, her arms wrapped around her body. She looked small beneath the weight of her backpack.

“I believe it should be safe for you to join us up here now, if you would? We have a few matters to discuss.”

“That sounds a little ominous,” Rae muttered. Caden smiled, a small, crooked slant of his mouth that somehow made her feel slightly better.

“You’ll be happy to know that we were able to extract the bugs from Mr. Crowley,” Patrick said as soon as Vivienne reached them.

Rae hadn’t realized how much she needed to hear good news until that moment. “Oh, good,” she breathed.

“So Blake is going to be okay?” Vivienne said. She’d been the one to cut Blake down and carry him out of the tunnel while Rae set fire to the nest. She was probably even more invested in his safety than Rae was.

“He is expected to make a full recovery. Physically, at least.”

Rae understood; there was no way he wouldn’t have been traumatized by his experience. She couldn’t even imagine what it had been like to be dragged underground and wrapped in a giant egg sac, to feel the growing pressure of the bugs inside developing, preparing to burst out of your stomach—

Scratch that. She could imagine it.

With an effort, Rae thrust the images from her mind. “Thank you for telling us. Can we visit him?”

“Not yet. We’re keeping him for observation just a little longer.”

“What happened to the bugs you removed from him?” Caden asked.

“Oh, they’ve been taken care of.” Patrick smiled.

“Do you mean ‘taken care of’ as in dead?” Rae asked, understanding the significance of Caden’s question. “Or as in, they are now being kept as lab pets?”

“Ms. Carter, you fulfilled your end of that particular internship assignment and no longer need to concern yourself with those creatures.”

Lab pets. Definitely. She exchanged a look with Caden. He knew as well as she did that Green On! couldn’t be trusted with something so dangerous. There wasn’t much either of them could do about it, though.

For now.

“Why did you leave us?” Vivienne asked.

Patrick frowned. “Leave you?”

“We came up out of the tunnel, and you were gone. Not waiting to back us up, like you said you would be.”

Rae stared at her friend. Vivienne had always been one of Patrick’s staunchest supporters, unwaveringly loyal even when his actions were hard to justify. Actions like withholding the elixir that helped keep her curse at bay and promising to give her a better cure only after she completed a dangerous mission for him. Coming from her, this was downright accusatory.

“My apologies. The other team needed me, and you and Ms. Carter seemed to have things well in hand.”

“Well in hand?” Rae gaped. “We were being swarmed from all directions! We ran out of bug spray!”

“But you managed, did you not?” His smile was back again. “I never doubted you for a second.”

Rae could feel the edges of a burning fury building inside her, and she knew if she let it out even a little, she would explode. And she needed Patrick. She hated to admit it, but he was the only lead she had on her dad. So she took a deep breath and buried her anger. “We did manage,” she said. “Barely, but we did. Which means, like you said, we fulfilled our end of the deal.” She waited, but Patrick only watched her, his eyebrows lifted slightly. “So…” She shot a glance at Vivienne.

“You made us a few other promises before we went into that tunnel,” Vivienne said. “We’re hoping you’ll actually keep those.”

“Watch it, Ms. Matsuoka.” Patrick’s tone was sharp, a reminder that Vivienne couldn’t afford to offend him; with her curse getting stronger by the day, she needed his help too much. “And if you’ll recall, I promised you each certain things if you won the competition.”

His words hung in the air, so thick and heavy that Rae could almost see them. If you won. Patrick had as good as promised that he would help them as soon as the bugs were destroyed, so Rae and Vivienne had exterminated the entire nest. Rae pictured the mountain of bug corpses that had surrounded her on Friday, their legs curled up against their bodies in death. Even though she knew they had to stop those bugs from spreading, she had still felt like a murderer at that moment.

“What do you mean, if?” she asked slowly.

“The other team completed their assignment first. So, unfortunately for you, they have been deemed the winners.”

Rae wasn’t sure she’d actually heard him right. It didn’t seem possible. “But—but how?” she spluttered. “We completed ours the day you assigned it!” They had barely had time to prepare in their rush to get the job done. How could the other team have possibly beaten them?

“As did the others. Only they were done several hours earlier.” He flashed one of his wide, handsome smiles. Rae had never noticed before how often he did that, sliding that expression onto his face the way someone else might slip on a jacket. A useful accessory, with no real emotion behind it. “In fact, that was why they needed me to come to them.”

“You left us in a tunnel infested with giant flesh-eating bugs so you could judge their win?” Vivienne looked as shocked as Rae felt.

“As I said, I had complete faith in you.”

Vivienne gripped the straps of her backpack so hard her knuckles turned white. Rae curled her own hands into fists deep inside her hoodie, resisting the urge to smack Patrick. “We did everything you asked, and you’re just not going to help us anyhow?” Her voice shook and her eyes burned, and she was afraid she might cry. Not because she was sad, but because she was just so, so angry. She’d never fully trusted Patrick, but she’d assumed he would at least give her some information about her dad. And Vivienne—Rae couldn’t forget the way her friend had looked in the tunnels when the smell of blood had changed her into something dangerous. How long would she be able to hold on to her humanity without Patrick’s cure? “You gave me your word.”

Patrick watched her for a long moment, his face expressionless. “We’ll see,” he said at last. “After all, you are my backup team. If the other team fails in their new mission, I might need you.”

Caden snorted. “As if any of us is going to fall for that again.”

“No? I suppose we’ll see.” Patrick swept a quick, meaningful glance over Vivienne. “In the meantime, Ms. Carter, you might be able to get some of the information you seek a little closer to home.”

Rae frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means I am not the only one keeping secrets from you. Ask your mother what she knows. You might be surprised.”

Rae knew Patrick was just messing with her, trying to put her off, but still, his words filled her with doubt. Especially since she had wondered before if their mom had other reasons besides her sister’s future college plans for moving them all to Whispering Pines. And now that she knew Ava thought there was something suspicious about her early acceptance to the local university, Rae couldn’t help wondering if this time Patrick was telling the truth.

Maybe her mom really did know more than she’d let on.




6. CADEN

Caden glanced at the now-empty spot in his yard where the body had lain. He could see the impression it had left behind, the outline dark and crusted with blood.

“What do you think Patrick meant when he said ‘if the other team fails’?” Vivienne asked anxiously. “Fails at what? Fails how?”

Patrick had promised to send the winning team in the internship competition on an exciting top secret mission. Caden could only assume anything Patrick considered “exciting” and “top secret” would be highly dangerous. And Vivienne’s former best friend, Alyssa, was on that team…

“I don’t know,” Rae whispered, obviously thinking the same thing.

Vivienne fiddled with the straps on her backpack. “I haven’t heard from Alyssa all weekend,” she admitted, her voice small. “You?”

Rae shook her head.

“My mom got called into work early this morning, but she might be back soon,” Vivienne said. “I know we were going to hang out, but I think I’ll go home now and see if she’s heard anything. I should also probably tell her about the elixir. Or, rather, the lack thereof.”

“We’ll figure out a way to get it from him,” Rae promised. “He can’t just not give it to you.”

“But he can,” Vivienne said sadly. “And there’s nothing I can do about it.”

“Can your mom help?” Caden asked. Vivienne’s mom had released Aiden from Green On!’s secret underground lab, and then later, she’d helped his parents escape too. She was the only person he knew who had gone against Patrick’s wishes.

Vivienne shook her head. “Patrick is already really upset with her.” She glanced at him, then away, and Caden wondered if she knew how her mom had helped his family. “I think she’s a little scared of him, actually. She was even talking about moving.”

“What?” Rae and Caden said together.

Vivienne shrugged. “It won’t happen. Not with this whole curse thing. We have a better chance of fixing it here than anywhere else. But my mom did start applying for jobs out of the area, just in case. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen her do that. Before Patrick came here, she loved working at Green On!.”

“What about your dad?” Caden asked.

“Oh, he travels so much for work, he doesn’t really care where we live.”

“I promised I’d help you find a way to stop the curse,” Caden said. “And I will.”

“I know,” Vivienne said, but she sounded defeated, her shoulders slumping.

“I’ll walk you back to my house so you can get your bike,” Rae said, shooting Caden an apologetic look. “I have some stuff I should take care of at home, too, anyhow.”

Caden waved goodbye. He felt a strange pang of loneliness as they left. Which was silly. He was used to being alone. He preferred it, usually. But as he sat on his porch swing, he had to admit that he’d been looking forward to hanging out with Rae and Vivienne today. Now there was nothing to distract him from his thoughts.

He tried, though, focusing on the breathing exercises his mom had taught him, going through the different protective imagery he’d been doing since he was a little kid. It had always come easily to him before, but now his mind struggled to conjure up the right shade of light, to hold the picture of roots thrusting deep into the earth, as if he’d used up all that mental focus on the ritual to save Ava.

Slowly, though, it came back to him. It felt a little like coaxing a fire to start on a windy day. He needed to go gently, fan the spark, make sure it caught… The familiar sense of stretching outside his physical self returned. Fainter, with less focus, but there.

He sagged back against the swing, relieved. Part of him had secretly wondered if he’d used it all up forever, despite his mother’s reassurances, and if he’d have to learn to live without it. Maybe that was how Aiden had felt too. Like his powers were something he would always be reaching for and never catching. Even if the evil of the Other Place had shared her power with him, Aiden made it clear that he was able to use it only in the ways and at the times she allowed. That might even have been worse than no magic at all.

Caden scowled, thrusting thoughts of Aiden away. His brother had betrayed them and then abandoned them, and he needed to stop feeling any sort of pity for him. Aiden had always accused him of having too soft a heart, and this tendency to sympathize was proof that his brother was right in that at least.

Something rustled nearby, and Caden lurched to his feet, his gaze fixed on the Watchful Woods. He clenched his pendant, all thoughts of roots and breathing exercises vanishing in a wash of panic. That girl had been killed right here in his yard, and now here he was, totally alone, no weapons… It was like he wanted to get eaten. True, his parents’ protective spells should extend around the porch as well, but did he really want to test that?

The rustling got louder. It might just be squirrels—the ones in this area sometimes grew to the size of cats—but Caden wasn’t taking any more chances. He hurried to his front door and yanked it open, darting inside.

Immediately, he knew something was wrong. It felt different, like he’d accidentally gone to the wrong house, although at first he couldn’t pinpoint what was so off. He walked farther inside, stopping in the kitchen. It was cluttered but clean, everything as it should be, yet not. Maybe it was the complete stillness, the air full of the kind of quiet that happened during a power outage, when the buzz of electricity disappeared and there was nothing to do but wait for it to come back.

He let his senses extend the way his mother had taught him, glad that at least a glimmer of his magic seemed to have returned. But despite that he could feel no energy from the house, no sense of the normal shielding and protection spells. It felt like he’d opened a book only to discover the pages were blank.

Caden was suddenly uneasy. It must just be him. His abilities were still too weak. Like the echo of magic, the barest whisper of power. He probably just couldn’t feel the spells that were there.

Still, he wandered through the house, checking on the protective gemstones placed in each corner of each room, the charms over the windows, and finally, the line of chalk drawn across his mom’s study. Everything seemed to be exactly the way it usually was.

He hesitated, then opened his mom’s study. He’d snuck in here a few times without her permission, but it always felt uncomfortable, like wearing someone else’s dirty clothing. He stepped carefully over the line of chalk and felt… nothing.

Caden walked to the middle of the room, turning in a slow circle. This should be the most guarded room of the house, but he could sense no wards. Nothing but a growing pit of dread deep in his stomach, an instinctive urge to get out, get out now!

He was suddenly seized with the certainty that if he didn’t leave the house this very instant, he would die.

This time Caden didn’t hesitate. He paused just long enough to grab his mom’s long, bone-handled knife, the one she used for her most important rituals, dropping it into an empty mesh bag he found lying nearby. He swept the top of her dresser into the bag as well—candles, matches, a bag of salt, gemstones, and charms all toppling inside in a chaotic jumble. After a second’s thought, he gingerly picked up her personal grimoire, the Book of Shadows, and tucked that in on top. Slinging the bag over his shoulder, he raced from the room and out the front door, barely slowing long enough to lock it before sprinting down the driveway.

His heart beat too fast, every pulse a warning, a ticking clock. It felt like something was building, some big, terrible event, and he didn’t want to be here when it happened. He crossed the line of salt and stopped, one foot lifted. He should have felt the moment he stepped over his parents’ protective circle, but he hadn’t. And this time he knew it wasn’t because his abilities weren’t working right.

He turned slowly, gazing out over his yard, his house, the whispering trees rimming all of it.

All their carefully crafted spells were gone.

Caden thought of the girl killed on the edge of their property and the brutal way the death had occurred. Blood magic was extremely powerful. Maybe powerful enough to strip away all of his family’s protections.

The trees overhead rustled, urging him to hurry, hurry, hurry.

She’s coming. She’s coming. She’s coming for you.

Caden turned away from his house and ran, his feet pounding down the rest of the driveway and across the street, the bag slung on his shoulder jostling with every step. He knew he was almost out of time. He had to get indoors, somewhere that wasn’t his house. Somewhere close and welcoming.

And there was only one place he could think of.




7. RAE

When Rae got home, she found her mom sitting at the kitchen table, cradling a mug of coffee in one hand and scrolling through her phone with the other. She didn’t look up, even though she had to know that Rae was standing there.

A commercial came on the radio advertising Green On!’s new bug spray. “Fast-acting! Efficient! And best yet—completely nontoxic to anything not creepy-crawly. Trust us, you’re gonna need it!”

Wincing, Rae turned down the radio. “Mom?”

“Hmm?” Her mom glanced up, then went back to her scrolling. “You’re home early. I thought you were hanging out with your friends today?”

“We canceled on account of the dead girl.”

“Hmm, that’s too bad.” Then she froze. “Wait, what?” She put her phone down, finally focusing on Rae completely. It was such a rare feeling these days that Rae felt uncomfortable and almost wished her mom would go back to her phone.

“They found her body on our street this morning.” Rae decided not to tell her mom she’d been the one to find it. She’d been in therapy ever since her dad vanished—since she’d refused to accept the “official explanation” of his disappearance, at any rate—up until recently when her therapist, Doctor Anderson, was framed for the attacks of the Unseeing and was taken away by Green On!. She wasn’t sure where Doctor Anderson was now; even though Green On! must have released him when they found he was innocent, last she’d checked, his practice was still closed. But that didn’t mean her mom wouldn’t be able to find another therapist in town. Rae didn’t want to give her a reason to look.

“Did the police come?” her mom asked.

“Yes. And Green On!. They were right outside. You didn’t hear them?”

Her mom shook her head. “I’ve been sleeping like the dead lately. It’s these double shifts.” She rubbed her temples, and for the first time Rae noticed how tired she looked. Tired, and old, her hair more gray than brown, the lines of her face sharper. Rae wasn’t sure when that had happened.

Her mom never seemed to focus on her lately, but Rae realized she was guilty of the same thing. Maybe neither of them was really looking at the other.

“Do they know what happened?” her mom asked.

Rae shook her head. “They said it was probably a wild animal attack of some kind.” That was the official explanation, at any rate, although Rae doubted Patrick actually believed it. But, then, in a town like Whispering Pines, a place that had literally been crawling with giant flesh-eating bugs just days ago, maybe it really could be an animal attack. Who knew what else lived out there in the woods?

“That’s pretty concerning.”

“Kind of an understatement,” Rae muttered.

Her mom ignored that comment. “Do they think there’s a feral pack of, I don’t know, wolves? Or coyotes?”

“They didn’t say. Why?”

“Oh, I was just thinking… one of my coworkers never showed up last night. It’s why I worked a double; they needed all hands on deck. Especially with all these weird bug bites cropping up lately.” She frowned. “And Susan does love hiking. I hope she’s okay.”

“Me too,” Rae said.

“We sure do live in a strange town.” Her mom took a sip of coffee.

Unbidden, Patrick’s words echoed through Rae’s mind: Ask your mother what she knows. You might be surprised. And the question Rae had been wondering slipped out almost before she realized she was going to ask it. “Why did we move here? Was it because of Dad? Because he was working on a contract for Green On!?”

Her mom choked on her coffee. She set the mug down, coughing loudly. Wordlessly, Rae turned and filled a cup with water, then set it in front of her.

“Thanks,” her mom gasped. She took a large swallow, then cleared her throat. “We moved here for Ava’s school, honey. You know that.”

“But is that the only reason?” Rae persisted.

“It’s the main one. Plus, you really can’t beat the cost of living in this area.” She stood, tucking her phone in her back pocket and carrying her mug and glass over to the sink.

Rae scowled. “Mom—”

The doorbell rang, and they both jumped. “I’ll get that,” her mom said quickly.

“Wait, Mom—”

But her mom had already rushed toward the door.

Rae followed more slowly. Her mom was definitely keeping secrets. The question was, how many?

Maybe her mom knew where her dad was right this very moment. Maybe she’d always known. Rae frowned, refusing to believe that. Her mom would have told her something that important.

“Hello?” her mom said, holding open the front door. Caden stood on the other side, a bulging bag slung over his shoulder.

Rae could tell her mom didn’t recognize him, so she hurried forward. “Mom, you remember our neighbor Caden, right?”

“Oh. Of course. Hi, Caden.”

“Hi, Mrs. Carter.” He hesitated, obviously uncomfortable. “My parents are both stuck at, um, work, and so I was wondering if I could stay over here?”

“Stay over?” Rae’s mom said. “For how long?”

“Possibly overnight?”

She frowned, glancing from him to Rae, who couldn’t hide the surprise on her face. He wanted to stay overnight? Something must have happened at his house.

“Just a second.” Her mom closed the door in Caden’s face.

“Mom!” Rae hissed.

“Look, I don’t mind your friend coming over for a visit, but I’m just not sure it would be appropriate for him to sleep over,” she whispered. “Especially since I won’t be here.”

“He can sleep downstairs,” Rae said, ignoring the way her cheeks flushed. Appropriate? What, exactly, did her mom think they would be doing? Not that she’d ask that. She’d rather face off against another queen centipede than have that kind of conversation. “Besides, Ava will be here.”

“Ava hasn’t been sleeping well either. She might not like having a guest here.”

“I doubt she’ll even notice.”

“I don’t know… Doesn’t he have an older brother who can watch him?”

Rae caught her breath. Her mom knew about Aiden? For a second she wondered if Ava had told her… but no. Of course Ava hadn’t said anything about that.

Or maybe Ava and her mom shared their secrets with each other. It was an uncomfortable thought. “Caden’s brother is… not available.” Hopefully Aiden was far away and never coming back. “But if you don’t want him to stay here, then I’m sure he’ll be fine in his house by himself. Knowing a body was discovered just outside it. Shouldn’t bother him at all.”

Her mom sighed. “His family is used to dealing with bodies, from what I’ve been told.”

Now it was Rae’s turn to frown. “That’s pretty cold, Mom. They deal with spirits, not corpses.” She crossed her arms. “But whatever. I still had a few more questions I wanted to ask you anyhow.”

Immediately her mom’s expression changed from disapproving to wary. “Actually, I’ve got some errands to run before my shift tonight, so we’ll have to chat later.”

“What kind of errands?”

“Oh, the usual. And you know, you’re right. If your friend needs a place to stay, here is fine.”

Before Rae could respond, her mom pulled open the door again. “Sorry about that, Caden. I’m just on my way out, but sure, you can stay here as long as you need. There’s a lasagna in the freezer for the three of you if you get hungry. I’ll see you later.”

“Oh. Uh, thanks, Mrs. Carter. I apprec—”

“Have fun!” She pushed past him, rushing toward her car.

Rae watched her mom get in and peel out of the driveway. “Well. That was weird.” Then she noticed how Caden was still standing just outside. “Quit hovering like some sort of vampire and come in.”

“Sorry.” He shuffled inside and closed the door behind him, taking care to lock it and turn the dead bolt, then stood awkwardly on the landing. “I’ve never been invited to a friend’s house before.”

Rae’s chest tightened, almost like she was having asthma troubles. She knew what it felt like to be an outsider with no friends. But while she had spent a whole year as a social outcast, Caden had spent practically his entire life that way. She wasn’t sure what to do with this new realization. “Well, uh. Welcome. Want to sit in the living room?” Now she was the one feeling awkward, even though it was her own home.

Caden followed her over to the couch. “I brought some things. I hope you don’t mind.” He opened his bag and pulled out a handful of pink stones. “For protection.”

“You want to put those in our house?”

“I think I’d better.”

Rae wasn’t sure what her mom would say to that, but she nodded anyhow.

“What about salt? And chalk?” Caden asked.

Rae stared at him. “Okay, what is going on?”

He hesitated. “I’m not exactly sure. I just… I got a bad feeling at my house.”

Suddenly the unease in Rae’s belly unfurled into a ribbon of icy fear, because Caden looked terrified. And he wasn’t the sort of person who got frightened easily. She remembered Ava’s terrible message for Caden and his family from some cosmic evil thing trapped in the Other Place. She’s coming for you.

And here Rae had just invited Caden to stay in her house.

Rae rubbed her arms, goose bumps prickling up and down her skin. “You know, do whatever you need to do.” Her mom could deal with it.




8. CADEN

The Book of Shadows lay open across Caden’s lap. As much as he wanted to avoid reading it, he couldn’t deny that the answers they needed were probably somewhere inside. Its energy coursed through him, but it wasn’t exactly unpleasant, like it had been before, which worried him a little. He’d dwell on that later.

His dream from that morning hovered in the back of his mind, overlaying the events of the day. The woman from the past ripped apart by something hidden in the fog, and the girl in his yard. He was certain their deaths were connected. Maybe both of them had been messages from the evil of the Other Place. This is what happened, she seemed to be saying. And this is what will happen again.

The real question was, what, exactly, had happened? And how could he stop it? He held those questions in his mind and tried to let the energy of the Book of Shadows guide him like the current in a river, pulling him to the right pages, leading him to the information he sought as he flipped pages. In some ways it was easier now that his own magic had been so drained. Like he was a half-empty cup with plenty of room to allow the energy of the Book to course through.

He stopped on a familiar page near the middle, studying a drawing of a woman with no eyes and a wide, screaming mouth. The original Unseeing. He knew that wasn’t what had killed the girl outside, so he turned a few more pages, listening to the sound of clanking silverware as Rae set the table for dinner in the other room. It was weird, hearing such normal noises, his belly ready for lasagna. Sitting in a friend’s house. It all felt so… safe.

But it wasn’t. He couldn’t forget that.

Someone gasped, and Caden looked up. Straight into Ava’s terror-stricken face, her brown eyes wide with horror. He felt her fear like a slap, as if his empathetic gifts had just been waiting for this moment to come roaring back. It was so strong that he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, could only sit frozen as the force of her emotions threatened to overwhelm him.

“Ava?” Rae called.

Ava didn’t move.

“Ava, it’s Caden.” Rae walked over and put a hand on her sister’s arm.

Ava blinked, then managed a weak smile, and he sagged back against the couch, his heart pounding. “Hi, Caden,” she managed, her fear less intense but still shimmering around her, her whole body tensed as if only Rae’s grip on her arm was preventing her from sprinting from the room. It was what he got for looking like a skinnier, plainer version of his brother.

“Hi,” he said. He wondered if he should apologize for what Aiden had put her through, then decided against it. The last thing she probably wanted was to rehash any of that.

“I made lasagna.” Rae tugged Ava over toward the kitchen.

“You mean you heated it up,” Ava said, sounding almost normal.

“Same thing. Want to eat with us?”

“I’m actually really tired. I think I’ll eat later, after a nap.”

Caden knew it was just an excuse to stay away from him, but he couldn’t blame her. After what she’d gone through, he wouldn’t want to have anything to do with him or his family either.

He closed his eyes and took a deep, steadying breath, listening to Ava’s footsteps as she retreated up the stairs. At least his powers were back in full force. Had Ava’s fear somehow replenished them? Aiden had often told him that terror was the best way to power any magic. Caden hadn’t wanted to believe that, but now he couldn’t help thinking of the way he’d intentionally stoked the fears of his friends during Friday night’s ritual and how it had fueled his spell like gasoline to a flame.

Sighing, he opened his eyes and looked down at the page in front of him. A drawing filled most of it, depicting a terrifying creature, all sinewy lines and long, pointed teeth. It stared at him through two sets of narrow glowing eyes, the muscles in its legs bunched as if it might leap out from the page and attack him, its tail sticking out straight behind it, arms held close to its chest with talons curved and dangerous. Underneath was one word: Devourer.

Caden shivered and quickly turned the page.

“Did you want to eat?” Rae asked, coming over.

“Maybe in a minute.” Caden had been starving moments ago, but now the idea of eating made his stomach turn.

Rae didn’t say anything, but he could feel her emotions now too. A strange mix of concern and regret and, possibly, the tiniest hint of pity. He ignored all of it, pretending to be engrossed in the book, and after a minute she sat down on the couch next to him. “What’s at the beginning of the book?” she asked.

Caden had only ever opened his mom’s book a few times, but even still, he’d never started at the beginning, maybe because part of him had always been afraid that would mean he was accepting his role as heir to Paranormal Price. If he just casually riffled through, then it wasn’t a commitment. There were no promises made, and he could flit in and out as he pleased. But he wasn’t sure how to explain that, so instead he made himself flip to the very first page. It was covered in scrawling words, the handwriting fast and messy, almost illegible. Rae leaned in closer next to him, and he got a whiff of her shampoo, something flowery and pretty.

“I can’t read it at all.” She straightened. “Can you?”

Caden blinked and realized he’d just been staring at the words, distracted. “Um…” He coughed, his face warm, and refocused on the page in front of him. At first he couldn’t understand what he was reading either. The handwriting was messy and faded, and it was written in the more archaic language used in the sixteen hundreds. Lots of “whereofs” and “wherebys” and random letters added to words. But then it was like something clicked inside him, and the meaning of the sentences leaped into his brain. Like magic.

Exactly like magic.

He swallowed, uneasy, resisting the sudden urge to fling the book away. “It says this is the account of the first Price. Her name was Alice.” He glanced up at Rae. “She must have been the one who created the Other Place. My mom told me she took on the surname of Price that day as a reminder.”

“So, your great-many-times-grandmother, huh?”

Caden nodded, his eyes trailing over the next few paragraphs until one of them caught his attention and pulled him in. I can hear it whispering to me in the dark, promising me power, so much power. It does not say what it wants in return, but I am afraid. What could I do with the magic to change reality itself…? How can I stay here and ignore those whispers? I fear I cannot.

“Caden?” Rae said.

He jumped, his present reality crashing back into him. For a second, he’d almost felt like he was there, listening to that soft voice in his ears, the promises of everything, everything he could ever want. “Sorry.” He shifted, pushing the book a few inches away, needing the extra space.

“What is it?”

“My ancestor made contact with something from the Beyond. Some sort of powerful entity.”

“An entity? Like, a ghost?”

Caden shook his head. “She wrote that this being was never human. And she was forced to leave Meadowbrook just to get away from it.”

“What’s Meadowbrook?” Rae asked.

“I think that was the colony that was here before this place became Whispering Pines. The stone walls—the ones my parents are checking on now—would have marked the original colony’s borders.”

Rae frowned. “Wouldn’t there still be something else from it too? Like crumbled ruins, or something?”

“Probably swallowed by the Watchful Woods.”

“I guess so.” Rae sounded unconvinced. “What happened next?”

“It looks like she moved to Hartford,” Caden said, skimming over the next page. “The barrier between our world and the next is much thicker there, and for a time her life became simple and boring.” His mom had explained to him once that Whispering Pines was a spiritual vortex, attracting all kinds of ghosts and other supernatural energies to the area. She’d never explained why, though, just told him that was the nature of the fabric of reality: some places were worn a little thinner than others.

He suddenly became aware of the impatient way Rae was staring at him, waiting for him to continue. Clearing his throat, he read on. “A few years passed. She writes here that not much happened”—he pointed at the line—“until one night when she woke with a sudden pounding dread and rushed outside in time to see a fire burn across the night sky, blazing like a sword sent straight from God.”

“That’s dramatic,” Rae said. “Do you think she’s describing a meteorite?”

“Maybe.” Caden leaned closer to the page. “Apparently, the other villagers thought that fire was sent as proof of the wrath of God. That He was displeased.” Caden read on, his eyes widening. “Very displeased; they accused Alice of witchcraft and had her thrown in jail.”

“What charming people,” Rae said dryly.

“They were Puritans. Accusing people of witchcraft was what they did.” He made himself shrug, even though he felt anything but casual about it. Seeing the police that morning had brought back all the earlier memories: the rumors that swirled around him after Aiden disappeared, the fearful glances, the way conversations would stop midword when he walked into a room. He could easily imagine the people of his town turning on him the same way.

“And to be fair, technically she was a witch.” He tapped the book. “She didn’t deserve to be hanged for it, but—”

“Wait, was she?”

He shook his head. “She writes that she was rescued by another witch, actually, someone else from her old home, Meadowbrook. A woman named Prudence.” This was new information; his mom had told him the first Price made a deal in order to escape from the Hartford Witch Trials, but she’d never told him who she’d made the deal with. “She agreed to return with Prudence and help with some powerful ritual.” His heart beat faster. The ritual she was referring to had to be the creation of a prison for a great evil. The Other Place. He felt like he was getting closer to the heart of the secret now. The reason his mother hadn’t just told him this family history before.

He paused on the next paragraph.

“What?” Rae said. “Your face just got all weird.”

“Thanks a lot.”

“Well, it did. Now spill.”

“It’s just, I guess the fire had burned across the sky in Meadowbrook, too.”

“That’s not surprising,” Rae said. “I bet they could see it from hundreds of miles in all directions. Especially since there wasn’t much light pollution back then.”

“True. But it landed near Meadowbrook. Alice says Prudence led her to the spot. She calls it a place of burned trees and melted soil, and a tunnel, the mouth vast and gaping.”

“Now, that’s weird,” Rae said. “Meteorites usually create craters, not tunnels.” But she sounded more curious than skeptical. And that worried Caden almost as much as the book in his lap. He was pretty sure that meant she was coming up with some kind of plan. Which was truly terrifying, since her previous plans had involved breaking into a therapist’s house and exploring a bug-infested tunnel—

He looked up, meeting her eyes. “The tunnel.”

She nodded. “That’s what I’m thinking too. And you remember what we found in that tunnel?”

“Aside from the bugs and the goats?”

“Please, let’s not talk about the goats. Or the bugs.” She squeezed her eyes shut for one pained second. “I mean below them. At the bottom of the sinkhole.”

Caden nodded reluctantly, seeing where Rae was going with this and not liking it. Not at all. “A spaceship. Or at least, something that resembled one.”

“And wouldn’t a spaceship crashing through our atmosphere look a lot like a burning meteorite to someone who didn’t know better? Maybe your ancestor was witnessing the moment that craft arrived in Whispering Pines.”

“Maybe,” he conceded. “There’s more, though. Alice writes that Prudence, along with her daughter Constance, were also accused of witchcraft after the fires burned across the sky. Only they were never tried for it. Because…”

“Because?” Rae prompted, watching him as intently as she’d just studied the pages of his book.

He swallowed. “Because most of the people were eaten first.”

Rae stared at him, her eyes round. “They were what?”

He didn’t answer, just flipped to the next page.

“Reckoning,” Rae read out loud. The word was written on the top in bold letters that even she could read.

Caden thought of his mother’s words that morning, and a sudden heavy sense of foreboding descended on him. It was a feeling he’d been getting a lot, the intuition that something had been set in motion, the gears clicking away, forcing him to turn with them or be ground to dust. He’d seen the start of the reckoning in his dream. The fog, the monsters. The death…

Thump!

Caden jumped and glanced at Rae. Her eyes were wide. Fear colored the air around them a dirty yellow, and he didn’t know if it was his or hers.

The lights flickered, then went off completely, plunging them into darkness. Caden froze, listening hard. He could hear the gentle falling of rain outside and the wind rustling through the branches of the nearest trees. Nothing supernatural. It could just be a power failure. But it didn’t feel like one.

His eyes adjusted, the edges of the room slowly coming into focus. Rae got up and crept to the window, pulling the blinds back a few inches.

“See anything?” Caden asked, his voice shaking. He hoped Rae hadn’t noticed.

“No… wait. Maybe.”

Caden got up and joined her by the window, almost pressing his face against the glass. It was hard to see anything outside, the rain turning everything a ghostly gray, but he thought he caught movement. He squinted. A shape seemed to ooze into the street. Something long and sinewy, a shadow given weight. It was joined by a second, and a third.

Rae made a soft choked sound. Caden couldn’t even manage that, his throat so tight he thought he might never breathe again. The way those things moved was wrong. Unnatural. They didn’t belong in this dimension.

Unbidden, the picture from the Book of Shadows sprang to mind. And the single word, written in thick, jagged letters and underlined. Devourer.

The three shapes crossed the street, slinking up his driveway and then vanishing into the shadows of his yard. Caden let the blinds drop, the light from outside vanishing. He could feel fear gripping his chest like a monstrous hand and wondered vaguely if this was what Rae went through with her asthma. He was pretty sure those creatures were circling his house right now. Looking for him.

Would they be able to get in? He thought of the way his house had felt when he’d left it, silent and vulnerable, and knew they would. The real question was, would they keep looking after they searched it and didn’t find him?




9. RAE

Rae couldn’t believe it was happening again. Monsters. Literal, impossible monsters were just outside, with only one narrow street separating them from her house.

They moved like droplets of rain sliding down a windshield. Smooth and fast. And those teeth! She’d thought the Unseeing had a lot of teeth, but the things stalking toward Caden’s house seemed to have been designed around those mouths full of jagged points. As if their only purpose was to eat, to rend flesh, to gorge.

“What are they?” Her throat was so tight she barely managed a whisper.

“I think they are the Devourers.” Caden’s voice sounded calm, steady. “I just read about them in my mom’s book.”

“Convenient.”

“Isn’t it, though?” And now there was an edge to his voice. Panic. “Remember, there is no such thing as a coincidence. If things happen conveniently, it’s by design. Always.”

“Whose?”

“That’s the big question, isn’t it?” His hand moved, gripping the pendant he always wore around his neck. “I’m going to try calling my parents.”

“Good idea,” Rae whispered, unable to tear her gaze away from the window as Caden pulled out his phone and dialed a number. It went straight to voicemail. He tried another one. Same thing.

“They must still be in the woods,” Caden said. “Which means no reception.” It also meant they were on their own.

“Are those things”—Rae swallowed—“hunting?” There was no other word for it. Even though she’d caught only a glimpse of those creatures, the purposeful way they’d been moving as a pack made it impossible to escape their intent.

“I think so. For me.”

Rae squeezed her eyes shut. For one traitorous second she wished Caden weren’t here. Usually his presence made her feel safer. But at the moment she was very aware of how his being here effectively painted a target on her house.

Immediately guilt rose and pushed away some of the fear. How would she feel if Caden were still at his house? If he were about to be attacked by those things? She was glad he was here, where she could help keep him safe.

She just wished she knew how.

“Will they come here?” she asked.

Silence.

Rae opened her eyes and looked at him. Her vision had adjusted to the darkness of the room, but she still couldn’t read his expression, his face a pale oval, his eyes two deep shadows. “Will they?” she asked again.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I think… maybe.”

She thought of her sister upstairs, totally unprotected. “Can they get in?”

Caden just looked at her, and she didn’t need to read his expression to know that was a silly question. She thought of those teeth, those talons, the powerful legs and tails. A door might stop them. A window certainly wouldn’t.

Panic threatened to rise up and swallow her, and for a second she was back in that tiny suffocating room, hiding inside a rotting bed as insects crawled all over her and the Unseeing stood in the doorway. Ready or not…

She shoved those memories down, and the fear with it. She had to focus on the task at hand. It’s what her dad would have done. One thing at a time, sugar cube. What can you accomplish now? Keep your mind on that. But it was hard to do with terror tugging at her imagination like a dog on a leash.

“Can we stop them from getting in?” she asked. A much better question.

Caden smiled grimly. “We can try.”



Rae wanted to run upstairs and warn Ava, but first she made herself check all the windows on the main floor, ensuring they were all shut and locked, the blinds of each pulled closed. She used the blue glow of her cell phone to light her way, her heart hammering with every step. As soon as she finished checking the last window, the small one over the sink in the kitchen, she hurried back to the living room. Caden sat in the center, ringed in fire. The candles he’d brought from his house were now set up around him and lit. They flickered like they were threatening to go out, filling the room with eerie, shifting shadows.

He glanced up, their gazes locking, and she couldn’t help remembering what he’d looked like the other night when he’d been performing the ritual that would save Ava. He’d worn the face of a stranger then, his dark eyes flat and empty. But the Caden sitting here now just looked frightened and a little unsure. Like he no longer had confidence in his abilities.

He shifted and looked away, almost as if he’d heard her thoughts. Maybe he had. She had no idea what he was actually capable of. Last Friday night, with the flames spilling out of his candles, the way his voice had risen and fallen in some strange chant that had pulled at something deep within her core, the feeling of power vibrating off him like waves of sound… It had all made her aware that he could do things that shouldn’t be possible.

Aliens she could believe in. Monsters, too. But magic? The kind she’d seen Caden using? She didn’t know what to do with the knowledge that such things really existed in this world.

Stop it, she told herself. Caden was her friend.

“I’m going to check on Ava,” she said.

Caden nodded, his mouth a thin line. He kept his focus on the pouch in his hands, his lips moving in some wordless chant—a spell?—as he spilled a handful of salt into his palm.

Rae left him to it and raced up the stairs two at a time. The wind seemed to have picked up outside, howling over the top of the house. Or at least she hoped it was the wind. She listened closer but couldn’t hear anything beneath it. Maybe those things wouldn’t come over here. They’d check Caden’s house, and then they would go… wherever it was they belonged.

The Other Place.

Rae hesitated outside her sister’s closed door. It was actually kind of weird that Ava hadn’t come down when the power went out. She must be asleep already. Rae knocked softly. No response. “Ava?” She tried the door, but it was locked. She thought suddenly of her sister’s habit of opening all the windows and knocked harder, fear clutching at her chest with greedy fingers as she imagined those things crawling up the side of the house, oozing inside her sister’s room. She could see them standing over Ava as she slept, their mouths opened wide, all those teeth glittering inside.

“Ava!” Rae pounded on the door. She should have come up here immediately. If anything happened to her sister—

“Rae!” Caden’s voice was a loud whisper, a hiss that slithered up the stairs, soft and terrified. Rae turned slowly. Caden stood at the bottom of the stairs, the candle in his hand sputtering, his expression taut as he stared at the front door.

Rae couldn’t remember if she’d checked the lock. Surely she had, but as the knob rattled, she began to doubt herself. She’d been so focused on the windows. Panic filled her mind like static off a television, her ears full of the sound of her own rasping breath and the soft, gentle scraping of something just outside.

She eased open the hallway coat closet, her fingers grasping inside until they found the handle of a broom. Silently she pulled it free, then stuffed her cell phone in her pocket so she could grip the broom with both hands, slinging it over her shoulder like a baseball bat.

She crept down the first few steps. The fourth step creaked, and she froze, locking eyes with Caden, both of them waiting, tense.

Something snuffled against the door. Rae clutched the broom handle so hard her fingers went numb. It felt way too flimsy, and she thought longingly of the machete she’d used underground against the centipedes as the door rattled harder. Caden had his own hands up, one in a fist, probably full of salt. Even after everything Rae had seen him do, she doubted that would be very effective.

Slowly, so slowly, she transferred her weight to the next step, then the next, until she stood shoulder-to-shoulder with Caden while, outside, the rattling intensified. Any second and that door would smash inward.

Instead, there was a short, sharp huff of breath and then silence.

Rae counted heartbeats, but hers were moving so fast. Too fast. She couldn’t catch her breath, her chest tight, spots bursting into the darkness of the room, the edges of her vision blurry. Her lungs wheezed, a high, gasping sound. She needed her inhaler, but she’d left it upstairs.

Panic always made an asthma attack worse. Rae knew that, but it was impossible to relax, the stillness pressing in on her. It felt heavy, thick, and ominous, the quiet just before a storm is about to burst.

She shifted her weight, and Caden put a strangely blue finger to his lips. She followed his gaze, and now she noticed the line of chalk he’d drawn on the floor in front of the door and some kind of weird star symbol in the middle of the wood itself with squiggly lines circling it. She had no idea what it meant, but she hoped it was powerful enough to protect them.

More minutes crawled by. Nothing happened.

“Is it gone?” Rae wheezed.

“I… don’t know,” Caden whispered. “I can’t tell.”

Rae wondered how long they’d stand there waiting for something that might never come. She could imagine them frozen in front of that door until the sun rose and her mom came home from work to find them there, still as statues. Afraid all night.

No. No way. Before she could second-guess herself, she strode to the front door, threw back the dead bolt, and yanked it open.




10. CADEN

Don’t!” Caden put out a hand to stop Rae, but it was too late. She had already pulled the door open.

He tensed, his mind so busy running through protection spells that it took a second to realize that nothing was out there. Her front step was empty. So was the walkway leading up to it, and the front yard. The rain had stopped, but the evening sky remained overcast, painting everything a dark, dingy-looking gray, like dirty pavement. No stars shone through, no moonlight.

Caden glanced down at the walkway one more time and froze. One muddy footprint had been left behind. A footprint with three long-clawed toes. He slammed the door shut again and turned slowly to face Rae, one hand still clenched around the doorknob. “Next time, can you please, please give me some advance warning before you attempt to invite the monsters in? Please?” He tried to keep his voice level, but he was breathing hard, panic still shivering through him in sharp, anxious spikes.

“That’s a lot of pleases,” Rae said.

“Yes, well, I feel very strongly about this. And ‘please’ wasn’t the word that first came to mind, if I’m totally honest. But I’m trying to be polite.”

“Admirable,” Rae said, grinning. And just like that, the weight of fear lifted, and Caden found himself grinning back. Even though part of him wanted to grab her by the shoulders and shake her. She was too quick to jump into a tunnel or climb through a window or open a door. So far it had worked out okay for her. But he knew better than anyone that someday her luck would run out.

Everyone’s always did, eventually.

Aiden had been like Rae. Quick to act first and apologize later, if he bothered apologizing at all. He’d thought he was invincible and believed that the universe would shape itself to better fit his whims. Rae might not have the same ego or sense of entitlement as his brother, but they shared that impulsive, destructive urge to jump in before checking the depth of the water below them.

“I am sorry about that,” Rae said. “I just… the waiting…”

“I prefer waiting to dying horribly, but maybe that’s just me. Just… slow down before jumping into things. Please?”

Rae laughed. “Okay, I’ll try.” He could see a haze of inky yellow still gathering around her like a sandstorm, threatening to bury her. Those things might not have been waiting outside their door, but they both knew they were still out there somewhere in the night.

“I’m pretty sure we’ve solved the mystery of what attacked that girl,” he said.

“You think it was one of those things?” Rae whispered.

“Don’t you?”

Rae didn’t say anything; she didn’t have to. Silently, she reached past him with shaky fingers and slid the dead bolt home. Even though they both knew it wouldn’t really keep the monsters at bay.

Still, something had stopped them from coming inside. That thought niggled at the back of his mind, as insistent and uncomfortable as a rock in his shoe.

Someone screamed, long and terrified, the sound echoing from right above them.

Rae’s face went rigid, terror rolling off her like thick plumes of smoke. “Ava,” she breathed. She sprinted through the house and up the stairs, so fast that Caden had no hope of keeping up with her.

“Wait!” he gasped, trying. He slipped on one of the steps and slammed his knee into the edge. Cursing, he hobbled the rest of the way up as Rae pounded on her sister’s door.

Ava stopped screaming, the noise cutting off abruptly.

“Ava!” Rae yelled, knocking harder. “Ava, are you okay?”

Several long, tense seconds passed before the lock on the door clicked. The door opened to reveal Ava, ghostly white against the darkness of her room, her hair a disheveled mess, her eyes wide. She was breathing hard, as if she’d been running.

“Ava?” Rae reached for her, putting a hand on her arm. Caden made sure to keep his arms crossed and didn’t move any closer. Ava looked freaked out enough without seeing him lurking near her in the darkness.

“I’m okay,” Ava croaked. “I just had a dream. A terrible dream.”

A dream. Caden felt his heart stop for a second, as frozen as the rest of him. “What kind of dream?” he asked numbly, already knowing it would be connected to his.

Ava flicked a glance at him, her back stiffening. Caden thought she might not answer, but she licked her chapped lips and said, “I was someone else, waiting to be sentenced to death.”

Caden nodded encouragingly, but she looked so afraid. He remembered how he’d helped Rae in the tunnels and tried to do the same thing now, slowly and gently imagining a bubble of white light extending all around Ava. You are safe, he told her.

Her shoulders relaxed a little, her breathing slowing. It was working! But as soon as he thought that, he made himself fight down that surge of triumph. This wasn’t about him. He had to remember that. It had to be about helping others. The moment he became too impressed with his own abilities, he would start becoming more like Aiden. Still, after almost two days with no magic, he had to admit that it felt pretty amazing to use his powers again.

“What happened in the dream?” he asked. Dream warnings were too important to ignore. If he hadn’t paid attention to his own, he would never have been able to help save Rae from the Unseeing.

“If you want to talk about it,” Rae added quickly, shooting Caden a glare.

Ava pushed a lock of tangled hair back from her face, her hand trembling. “I was in a small cell. I remember my feet were bare, and I could feel the splintery wood under my toes as a large man with dirty fingernails slipped a tray of food through the door.” She closed her eyes, her words growing strangely singsong in a way that made the hairs on the back of Caden’s neck stand on end. But he didn’t stop Ava from speaking. This felt like another message sent for him. From Alice Price? Was this the moment before her trial?

“All around me were people I knew, people I’d always known.” Sorrow washed through her, as sudden as a summer storm. Caden flinched back, unable to stop himself. “I’d cared for them for years,” she sobbed, only it wasn’t Ava’s voice anymore at all. “Delivering their babies and making them secret poultices when their beloved physician’s remedies failed to help. In return, they allowed me and my daughter to live on the edge of their little town. Until the fire came, burning the sky, and they became frightened enough to turn on us.”

“Ava?” Rae’s voice shook, and she shot Caden a beseeching look, but he ignored it, hating himself a little for doing so.

“But it didn’t save them. Oh no. The reckoning came for them all.” Ava’s face was full of anguish. “Monsters—terrible, impossible creatures—poured through town, killing everything that moved. The cell—our prison—became our safe haven, protecting me and my daughter from the attack. We hunkered down and listened to the screams, the cries for mercy, and then the terrible, roaring silence that followed.”

Rae dropped the broomstick with a sharp clatter, but Ava didn’t even flinch, didn’t respond at all as her sister wrapped both arms around her shoulders. Instead, she stood tall and straight like she was carved of stone, her skin glowing softly.

Caden could see his own breath fogging the air in front of him. The hallway was suddenly shockingly cold, and he knew he was in the presence of a spirit. Something powerful. He never should have let this go so far. He was afraid he wouldn’t be able to stop it. “Ava,” he said, his words calm, coaxing. “Remember who you are.”

Her eyes flew open, and it wasn’t Ava staring back at him, but someone older, the sorrow on her face replaced by a cold, hard fury. “I know exactly who I am. And who you are as well, Caden Price.” She spat the name. “Your ancestor betrayed me, locked me away in here, but one day very soon I will be free…” She lifted her arm, shaking Rae off and pointing into Caden’s face with one gnarled finger. “And the reckoning will come for you, too.”

For a second Caden stood frozen, as if she had just put a spell on him, his mind blank. He didn’t know what to do, what to say. And then all his training came back to him, and he raised his arms and intoned, “You are not welcome here, spirit. I cast you out.” He made a shoving motion with his hands in the air in front of her, visualizing a wave of pure white light flooding forth, washing over Ava. He was met with resistance, the spirit clinging to her hold on Ava’s body. He took a step closer. “She did not invite you. You have no power over her.”

One second it felt like he was pushing against an invisible wall, and the next that wall vanished, the spirit gone as abruptly as she’d arrived. Ava’s eyes rolled up into her head, and she collapsed at his feet.

“Ava!” Rae knelt beside her, gently nudging her. “Ava, wake up.”

Caden stared down at her, his thoughts racing. Clearly it hadn’t been Alice Price speaking to him through Ava’s voice. But then, who?

The only one who seemed to fit was Prudence, the witch who had helped save Alice from a hanging. But why would his ancestor have imprisoned Prudence with all the other monsters?

His mom had told him there was something powerful and evil that had to remain locked away inside the Other Place at all costs. That was the thing that had used Ava as a messenger, that had struck a deal with Aiden, and that sought to destroy his family and everyone around them. Maybe they weren’t the same, Prudence and this hateful creature. But as he looked into Ava’s sleeping face, he felt sure they were.

Something had happened during the reckoning to make Prudence so vengeful, so dangerous, that she needed to be sealed away. At least now he knew that whatever Aiden had done had weakened the spells holding her there, but it hadn’t destroyed them. She was still locked away.

For now.

Ava stirred feebly, her eyes fluttering open. “Rae?” she croaked. “What… what happened?”

“I have no idea.” Rae glanced up at Caden, and he didn’t need any special powers to read her anger.

His stomach sank. Of course she blamed him. And… she wasn’t wrong. He should never have pushed Ava into telling him her dream.

“Well?” Rae demanded of him.

“It was a minor possession,” Caden said, trying to keep his voice calm, soothing.

Ava slowly sat up, moving as if her whole body ached. His mom had only ever brought him along on house cleansings and to assist in the exorcism of inanimate objects. But she’d told him that when a person had a spirit cast from them, it left behind a feeling similar to the flu. Body chills, creaky joints, pounding head.

“You’ll feel better in a few minutes,” Caden told her. He hesitated, noticing the protective way Rae was kneeling between him and her sister. “Did you want to discuss it?”

“Caden!” Rae snapped.

He held up his hands in the universal gesture of I mean no harm, but Rae wasn’t buying it. “I’m not trying to push,” he said. “I’m just… Sometimes it helps.”

Rae looked like she wanted to argue, but Ava said, “It’s okay, Rae.” Ava pulled her knees to her chest, looking suddenly much younger, her eyes too big in her pinched, pale face. “It was like I was trapped in a dream,” she said softly. “I could see you and hear you, but it was all muffled and distorted, like I was experiencing the world through a pool of water.” She shivered. “Then I heard your voice saying ‘you have no power over her,’ and it was so sharp and clear, it cut through everything. And then she was gone.”

“Shh, you’re safe now,” Rae whispered, rubbing her sister’s shoulder.

“But am I? What if she comes back? I couldn’t stop her from taking over.”

Caden’s dad had told him that the only way for something from the Beyond to physically cross over into their plane of existence was if they found a host. And in order to stay, that host had to be willing. It had to be their choice. Otherwise, the spirit realm held no power over them. But someone like Ava—someone without the experiences he had, the knowledge he’d gained—would have no idea that she could just cast Prudence away.

Caden crouched so that he was on the same level as Ava, trying to ignore the way she flinched at his closeness. “I can teach you how to close yourself off. If you’ll let me.” He felt Rae staring at him but didn’t meet her eyes, keeping his focus on Ava.

She bit her lip, and then slowly, tentatively, she nodded. “Please.”

“What can I do to help?” Rae asked, sounding resigned.

“You can reheat the lasagna,” Caden said. “Because I don’t know about either of you, but near-death experiences always make me super hungry.”

Ava laughed, and even though it was a little strained, at least she was trying. And Caden knew she was going to be all right.




11. RAE

Rae felt strange and detached. She’d slept only a few hours last night, and now everything around her seemed dreamlike, the long school hallway a little unreal.

“I’ll see you in homeroom,” Caden said.

Rae nodded, slowly spinning the dial on her locker as he walked away. She popped the door open, appreciating the fact that Caden was going on ahead without her. While she wasn’t really mad at him anymore—he had goaded Ava into revealing her dream, and that had led to her possession, but he’d also spent the next several hours teaching Ava all about visualization and leading her through grounding exercises—she still felt like she could use a little space.

She hung her backpack inside, pulling out the books she would need and then slamming her locker shut. Closing her eyes, she leaned her forehead against the cool metal.

Caden’s lessons last night had gone well past midnight, stopping only when he was satisfied that Ava understood how to keep herself safe from, in his words, “most spirits.” That most had been a little alarming, but by then Rae and her sister were both beyond exhausted, and so they hadn’t argued as he’d placed a rose quartz in each corner of Ava’s room and then gone downstairs to sleep on the couch. Ava hadn’t wanted to be alone, so Rae had slept on her floor. Or, rather, she had lain there awake on her floor, staring up at the ceiling and trying not to imagine the Devourers skulking about outside.

It had been a very long night.

She opened her eyes and dragged herself away from her locker toward homeroom, then stopped. Someone was crying, their sobs muffled but still obvious. They sounded like they were coming from behind the open door of a yellow locker just ahead.

Rae inched toward it, then peered around the side.

A girl huddled there, her eyes puffy and swollen, her reddish hair a mess of frizzy curls. Rae knew her. She sometimes sat with Rae, Vivienne, and the rest of their cross-country friends at lunch and had always seemed loud and cheerful. Maybe a little too loud, like she was trying to hide her real self behind a wall of noise and flash. It had stopped Rae from wanting to get too close to her, but still, it felt wrong not to say anything when the other girl had obviously been crying.

“Emily?” Rae took a hesitant step toward her. “Are you okay?”

Emily’s shoulders stiffened. “I’m fine,” she said, not looking up. But Rae had never seen anyone look so not fine before. Even Alyssa, after her boyfriend Jeremy had been attacked by the Unseeing, hadn’t seemed nearly as sad as this. Emily moved as if she were physically in pain, her movements jerky, her eyes downcast as she slowly gathered her books from her backpack.

Rae hesitated, unsure if she should stay or go. If Emily didn’t want to talk about it, whatever it was, then fine. But she didn’t feel like she could just leave her here, crying.

“It’s just,” Emily said abruptly, “Carly’s missing.”

“What?” Rae felt a chill creeping over her. Carly was on the cross-country team with her. Immediately she thought of those worn sneakers and that single perfect eye. “Missing since when?” she asked, trying to keep her voice level. It could just be a coincidence.

But Caden told her there was no such thing.

“Since Friday night. She left my house just before dark, and I haven’t heard from her since.” Emily took a small, shuddering breath. “And n-neither have her p-parents.” Tears leaked down her face. “And I was awful to her,” she finished, burying her face in her hands.

“I’m sure you weren’t awful,” Rae said automatically, but that just made Emily cry harder. “And maybe Carly just ran off to live in a yurt or something.” Vivienne had told her that kind of thing happened often around here, so it really was possible. But a cold, sinking feeling had opened in the pit of Rae’s stomach, and she was pretty sure she knew exactly where Carly was.

The first bell rang. Soon they’d be late, and Mrs. Murphy wasn’t the most pleasant person to students who didn’t arrive in homeroom on time.

“Do you, um, want me to walk with you to the school nurse?” Rae asked. “Or to your homeroom?”

Emily shook her head. “That’s okay.” She closed her locker and sniffed. “Thanks, though. I’ll be fine.” She managed a tremulous, unconvincing smile. “Really.”

Rae didn’t want to leave her, but she also understood the desire to be alone in your grief. So she nodded and walked away. She could hear Emily crying again behind her, and it almost made Rae want to cry too. Instead, she quickened her pace, practically running the rest of the way to homeroom.

“Hey,” Vivienne said as Rae slid into her seat.

Rae tore her thoughts away from Emily. “Hey.”

“Any more sightings?”

Rae shook her head. She had texted Vivienne last night to warn her about the Devourers. Her friend hadn’t seemed scared, but Rae knew that was just because she hadn’t seen those things. The strange smooth way they moved. Those mouths with all their teeth.

“You look terrible, by the way,” Vivienne said. “You too, Caden.”

He twisted around from his seat in front of them and looked her over. “Speak for yourself.”

Vivienne grinned, but Rae saw it too. Her friend’s eyes looked tired, and her hair wasn’t as glossy as usual. She reminded Rae a little of a photo that had been folded one too many times, the colors fading.

“Are you okay?” Rae asked.

“Eh.” Vivienne shrugged one shoulder. “I was up late. My mom didn’t come home last night.”

“What?” Rae leaned forward.

“I don’t think it’s a big deal. She’s worked through the night before.” Vivienne frowned. “But she does usually call me to check in. Especially when my dad’s out of town. And that plus everything else… well. It’s a little exhausting. But not the kind that helps you sleep.”

“We know what you mean,” Caden said. And the way he used “we” dissolved any remaining anger Rae might have had toward him. Because he was right; they were in this thing together. The three of them were.

As the second bell rang, Rae glanced over at the empty desk near them. Alyssa’s desk.

Vivienne noticed her looking. “I’ve called her at least a dozen times now. And texted. And DM’d. And… nothing.” Her shoulders slumped. “I’m guessing she’s still on Patrick’s secret mission. I just wish I knew what he was making them do.”

Considering that the last mission he’d sent them on had been to go deep underground and fight a nest of alien bugs, Rae doubted he could top that. She thought of the modified hazmat suits they’d practiced wearing back at the Green On! lab—the ones he’d hinted would be used for his ultimate mission. They’d been similar to the ones she and Vivienne had worn underground, only a little bulkier, almost like…

Like a space suit.

Rae sat up so straight she almost toppled out of her chair.

“What?” Vivienne asked, eyes wide.

Rae opened her mouth, but before she could tell Vivienne her realization, the loudspeaker crackled to life. “Attention, students!” The voice sounded sharp and agitated, the speaker too close to the microphone.

Rae winced, resisting the urge to put her hands over her ears. “Is that Ms. Lockett shouting at us?” Ms. Lockett was the school’s vice principal, who ruled the halls with her sturdy clipboard and aggressively styled hair. She was also Alyssa’s mother.

“Yeah…” Vivienne frowned. “Not sure why she’s doing the announcements today—”

“Code yellow has been upgraded to code crimson! I repeat! There is a code crimson effective immediately! All extracurricular after-school activities are canceled. Students are to return to their homes promptly at the end of each school day.”

Vivienne’s mouth fell open.

“What does that mean?” Rae knew code yellow meant a student had gone missing, and code peach fuzz meant pets were disappearing. How many codes could there be? It felt like there was a new one every week. This one must be bad, though, judging from the way the other students had all erupted into furious whispers.

Vivienne’s expression was grim. “It means there’s been a death. A student death.” She gave Rae a meaningful look, and Rae thought of her conversation with Emily.

“Lunch today will be tuna melts, Tater Tots, and a garden salad,” Ms. Lockett continued, as if she hadn’t just announced a murder. She went on to list recent student awards, a planned fundraising drive for the band team, and a reminder to turn in their overdue library books. No one was listening. One girl even had her cell phone out and was having a soft but intense conversation. Mrs. Murphy actually pretended not to notice, even though cell phones were strictly not allowed. Just as she didn’t even bother trying to break up the small clusters of students sitting with their heads together, their voices fearful as they exchanged rumors.

Finally, the loudspeaker hissed and popped and then went quiet.

Rae leaned closer to Vivienne. “I ran into Emily just before homeroom, and she told me Carly is missing.”

Vivienne gasped. “You don’t think—”

The bell sounded, announcing the end of homeroom. Rae, Vivienne, and Caden slowly gathered up their stuff, waiting until the other students piled out of the room ahead of them before following.

“What do you think, Caden?” Vivienne asked at last. “Was it Carly?” She sounded almost like a drowning person reaching for a lifeline. Rae didn’t blame her. She had known Carly for only a little while and she liked her, but Vivienne had probably known her for her whole life.

“Maybe… but it also might be someone else, someone we don’t know.”

“In this small town?” Vivienne said skeptically.

“It’s possible,” Caden said.

And abruptly Rae felt a burst of hope that seemed to come from outside herself. Maybe it really wasn’t her teammate. It would still be tragic, no matter who had died. But less personal.

“Do you think Ms. Lockett knows?” Rae asked, thinking of those announcements.

“Probably,” Vivienne said. “That woman knows everything…” Her voice trailed off, her eyes widening. “She probably knows where Alyssa and the others are too!”

“Do you think so?” Now it was Caden’s turn to be skeptical. “Isn’t that information classified?”

“Ms. Lockett is Alyssa’s mother—Patrick must have had to tell her where her own daughter is,” Vivienne said. “We should go ask her.”

Rae nodded, even though Ms. Lockett scared her. “If we hurry, we can catch her in the office before she starts on her morning rounds.”

Caden looked like he wanted to argue, but then he sighed. “She’ll probably put us in detention for wandering the halls without a pass, but fine. Let’s do it.”

Already the halls were beginning to look abandoned, students vanishing inside their classrooms. It made Rae feel strangely exposed, and she hurried faster, almost running past all the painted murals.

The three of them arrived at the front office just as the second bell rang. Caden pushed open the door, then stopped so quickly Rae almost collided with him. “Wha—” Rae started, but he held a finger to his lips.

And now Rae heard it too: shouting from the back of the office.




12. CADEN

Caden wrestled with his guilt as he walked down the hallway between Rae and Vivienne. He’d just manipulated their emotions the same way another person might change the channel on a television. It had been an instinct; he’d felt the towering weight of their worry, their sorrow, all of it billowing up like a storm cloud above them, and he’d just given it a little nudge before it could come crashing down on their heads.

And it had worked.

Immediately both Rae and Vivienne had seemed less upset, clinging to the small thread of hope he’d wound around them and letting the rest of their darker emotions drift away.

A little voice whispered in the back of his mind that it was better this way. It really might not be Carly. He’d done them a favor, helping them to focus on that. It was a good thing done for good reasons, and he shouldn’t feel the least bit guilty about it. He should be proud.

Caden felt the pull of that whisper from deep within himself and knew this was a voice that could not be trusted. It wasn’t his right to decide how his friends felt about something. He shouldn’t be the one to make those kinds of decisions. In fact, it was scary how easily he’d been able to do it.

Aiden had warned him that he was getting predictable and that he needed to expand his abilities. His mom, too, had tried to teach him how to develop other skills. Caden had stubbornly insisted on sticking with the one basic thing he’d already learned: how to put up a protective shield around himself to keep the emotions of others out and himself safely in.

But last week, when he’d been deep underground with Rae, he’d felt her paralyzing terror and decided not to block her emotions out. Instead, he’d projected calm around her the same way he usually imagined warm protective light around himself, wrapping her in a bubble of reassurance.

It had worked; Rae had unfrozen enough to keep going. At the time Caden had been a little busy with the whole alien bug thing to really contemplate the significance of that moment: that he had the power to manipulate the emotions of others. But then last night he’d done the same thing to Ava, and again it had worked.

It had also led to Ava’s terrifying vision. Which made him wonder if his powers had weakened Ava’s control over herself. Maybe by putting his own desires on her—to relax, to feel safe—he’d opened her up for Prudence to come in and take over. If he were honest, that was part of the reason he’d felt so obligated to teach her how to ground and protect herself afterward.

As Caden pushed open the office door, he felt like there were two versions of himself, each battling to be the one in control. One Caden was horrified at this newly discovered ability and vowed to never use it again. And the other one, the version of himself that had always secretly longed to be more powerful, to be admired like his brother, whispered about the possibilities this gift opened up to him.

He could make people feel—and maybe even do—whatever he wanted.

Distracted, Caden almost fell over as a wave of anger crashed into him. He froze in the doorway, bracing himself. Close behind the emotion came a flood of words, loud and furious.

“—don’t care if it’s secret! That’s my daughter!” Ms. Lockett was shouting. Caden could feel her personal signature spun through the fury like a single golden thread. He put a hand out to stop Rae and Vivienne from coming in while he listened.

He didn’t hear anyone answering, but after a minute Ms. Lockett’s voice burst out again. “You swore she’d be safe.” Another pause. “Then where is she? Why isn’t she answering my calls?”

Silence.

Caden exchanged looks with Rae and Vivienne. Phone call, he mouthed.

Rae nodded and pushed past him, deeper into the office. He wanted to pull her back, but instead he followed, walking quietly, Vivienne right behind him.

Ms. Lockett’s office was all the way in the back, her door cracked open. From this close, Caden could feel the way her anger was woven through with a cold, icy terror, her fear and desperation slicing through everything else. Her voice, when she spoke again, was small and shaky. “I know I signed the release form. But it’s been almost three days! She’s twelve, Patrick. Twelve! She’s not one of your scientists. She’s a kid, and I demand to know—”

An abrupt silence. Caden wished he could hear Patrick’s words.

“Oh, I will,” Ms. Lockett snapped. “I’ll be down there to see you this afternoon. And you’d better give me the answers I need. Green On! might be huge in this town, but I still have friends in high places, people who will want to know how you lost a group of minors. I’m sure they can make your life very inconvenient.” She slammed her phone down.

Caden wanted to leave; obviously Ms. Lockett knew as much as they did when it came to Alyssa’s location. But Rae was already stepping forward and knocking on the door.

“Come in,” Ms. Lockett said.

She looked up as they entered, and if Caden hadn’t heard her voice, hadn’t felt her anguish, he would never have guessed she was experiencing any of it. Her pantsuit was as crisp as ever, a deep forest green over a cream-colored blouse, and her blond hair had been sprayed and styled until Caden doubted even a hurricane could affect it. She seemed unflappable, indestructible, almost inhuman. But when he looked into her eyes, he saw a sadness so deep that it was as if he were staring into two pools of quicksand, and he had to look away again quickly before it sucked him down with it.

He had never particularly liked Alyssa. She’d been one of the first kids to turn on him in elementary school, although he had felt a little sorry for her when her dad left. But faced with her mom’s despair, he was suddenly gripped with the desire to find her. To help.

Aiden had accused him of being too tenderhearted. And maybe Aiden was right. But Caden thought you’d have to be some kind of monster to have the ability to feel other people’s emotions and not have a soft heart. Still, it meant he was easy to manipulate. Other people might not have the ability to make him feel what they wanted, like he did, but they could prey on the emotions he already had.

“What are you doing here?” Ms. Lockett asked, giving them her fiercest vice principal look. “Shouldn’t the three of you be in class?”

As if on cue, the bell rang, long and shrill, indicating that they were definitely now late.

“We were wondering if you’ve heard anything from Alyssa,” Vivienne said as soon as the noise died out.

“I haven’t.” Ms. Lockett’s expression didn’t change much: a slight narrowing of the eyes, a subtle clenching of the jaw, but suddenly she looked downright terrifying as she asked, “Why? Do you know something?”

“No,” Vivienne said, at the same time that Rae said, “I might.”

“Wait, what?” Vivienne looked at Rae.

“I think I might know where Patrick sent Alyssa and the other interns,” Rae said, sounding a little nervous. Caden didn’t blame her; he’d be nervous if Ms. Lockett were staring at him like that too.

“Where, then?” Ms. Lockett leaned forward.

“It’s, um, hard to explain… and I might also be wrong,” Rae added hurriedly. “I just had a hunch.” Her face turned pink, and she shifted her weight. “I don’t really want to say until I can confirm it, because it will sound… unbelievable. Even for this place.”

“Even for this place?” Ms. Lockett repeated. “And what does that mean?”

Rae’s face turned even brighter, the pink creeping up her ears. “Whispering Pines is a strange town,” she said, her voice almost a squeak.

“I have not found that to be the case.”

“There’s a sinkhole in one of the athletic fields,” Rae said, clearly not willing to back down on this. “And squirrels that attack you if you wear red. I mean, you’ve forbidden chalk in school, even, and I don’t blame you! I’ve seen what really powerful chalk can do.”

“Sinkholes happen. Our squirrels, well… they might be a little more on the aggressive side, but that’s because people keep feeding them. And chalk is messy; that’s the only reason it’s not allowed. Plus, our principal hates the smell of it.”

“Of chalk?” Rae blinked. “Does it really have a smell?”

Ms. Lockett frowned. “Why are you in here if you don’t plan to tell me anything useful? Are you just trying to skip class? Is that it?”

“N-no,” Rae said. “I was hoping…” She glanced over at Caden. He had no idea what she was planning, but whatever it was, he assumed it would probably be something reckless. He only hoped it was a better idea than breaking into her therapist’s house. “Can you drive us to Green On!?”

Caden tried not to let his surprise show. She wanted to go to the lab? Now? But why? He couldn’t ask. Not here, where the three of them needed to be united in front of Ms. Lockett. Besides, if she thought they needed to go to the lab, then he’d back her up. Even if he didn’t understand or agree.

“Why?” Ms. Lockett asked for him, her tone full of suspicion.

“I believe if we confront Patrick there, we can get the truth.”

“And how do you expect to do that?” Ms. Lockett demanded. “That man refuses to say anything. Apparently it’s all ‘classified’ information.”

“Well, we are part of the same internship,” Vivienne spoke up. “And he did say we would be the backup team. So he might tell us. Especially since the other team has been gone so long.”

“Three days,” Ms. Lockett said immediately.

“I don’t think it was supposed to be that long, either.” Vivienne twisted her hands together.

Caden felt Ms. Lockett’s panic rise and knew she was thinking of the code crimson she’d just announced. Students weren’t just going missing; they were dying. Violently. And she had no idea where her daughter was… He could feel her desperation, too, the way it clung to her like plastic wrap. She wanted to believe that someone, anyone, could help her. And he knew all it would take would be a gentle nudge. Just the hint of a suggestion: trust us, we can help.

“It’s a school day,” Ms. Lockett said at last. “And there are rules. You’d need a parent or a guardian to sign you out.” But her words lacked her usual conviction.

“My mom works nights, so she’d be asleep now,” Rae said. “I don’t think she’d mind me going, though, since this is for the internship. And that is a school thing, right?”

Ms. Lockett’s lips twisted. “You would think so. But apparently I signed a release form that gives Green On! precedence over Dana S. Middle, and…” She paused, thinking that over. “And so did all of your parents, then. Technically. So you would be free to visit the lab during school hours.”

Caden didn’t point out that he wasn’t actually an official part of the internship, so his parents hadn’t signed a thing. There was no way they’d have given Green On! any kind of permissions over him.

“My mom is probably at Green On! now too,” Vivienne added.

Caden could feel Ms. Lockett wavering. Almost without thinking, he used his inner abilities to nudge her, just a little. It was too hard not to, like having an itch in an easy-to-reach spot. Her resolve crumbled immediately against the weight of the emotion he wrapped around her.

“Fine, I’ll take you,” Ms. Lockett said.

“You will?” Vivienne looked shocked, as if Ms. Lockett had just announced her intention to join a circus.

“Some things are more important than school.”

Vivienne turned and caught Caden’s eye, and for a second he wondered if she’d somehow guessed that he’d had something to do with this. Immediately, he could feel his cheeks growing warm. It had been years since he’d been careless enough to let anyone else know about his abilities—not since first grade—and he was pretty sure everyone had forgotten. They remembered that they’d always thought he was weird but not why they’d thought that.

Then Vivienne raised her eyebrows in a ‘can you believe this’ expression, and Caden relaxed. Vivienne was only looking at him because Rae was still too new here to really appreciate how impossible that sentence was coming from their vice principal’s mouth. But he and Vivienne had both been under her iron fist since fifth grade. Longer for Vivienne, who had spent a lot of time at the Lockett house, given that she and Alyssa had been best friends practically from the time they started walking. It had just been his guilty conscience jumping to conclusions.

Only, there was no reason for him to feel guilty. He hadn’t really manipulated Ms. Lockett. He had only made it easier for her to do what she wanted to do anyhow.

But as he followed Ms. Lockett out of the office, he couldn’t help thinking that Aiden would have approved. His brother didn’t have the same ability to manipulate the emotions of others. But if he had, he would have used it all the time to get what he wanted. To make his life easier. Exactly the way Caden just had.

Despite his best intentions, Caden realized he really was becoming more and more like his brother all the time.




13. RAE

Rae hurriedly hopped in the back seat of Ms. Lockett’s car. She still couldn’t believe their luck. Even though it had been her idea to ask, she’d never in a million years imagined Ms. Lockett, the strictest vice principal on the whole East Coast, would actually agree to break school rules and take them to Green On!. Rae only hoped she didn’t suddenly come to her senses before they got there.

As it was, they were already working on a rather incomplete plan. Rae believed Alyssa and the others were on the spaceship—it was the only thing that made sense, with those specialized hazmat suits, all the training they’d done earlier on collecting samples from different environments, Patrick’s secrecy—but she wasn’t sure what she believed past that. There was no way Green On! knew how to fly that thing yet, so they couldn’t be headed to outer space.

Even if a spaceship were dropped in our laps, we would have no clue how to power it, her dad had once said. And he would know; he specialized in reverse engineering high-tech crafts of all sorts. It was what had earned him that contract on Operation Gray Bird. The one he’d been working just before he disappeared.

Why not? Rae had asked.

Because, sugar cube, our fuel is highly inefficient, in part because our scientific knowledge is limited, and so are the materials readily available to us on this planet. But a species that has advanced to the point of interstellar space travel? Well, I imagine they would have invented something much better to power their crafts. Something potent, and, most likely, renewable.

We couldn’t just stick gasoline in their engine?

He’d laughed. We could certainly try. But I wouldn’t recommend it.

Rae blinked away the memory as Vivienne slid in on one side of her, Caden on the other, sandwiching her in the middle seat. Not that she minded; there was plenty of space to stretch out there.

Alyssa had taken an instant dislike to Rae when she’d first moved to Whispering Pines, in part because she’d been jealous that Vivienne had taken such an instant like to her. Rae had to admit that the bad feelings had been mutual—Alyssa had reminded her of her former best friend, Taylor, so she’d been inclined not to trust her.

As Rae settled into the roomy seat now, she couldn’t help remembering the way Alyssa had once told her that her mom’s car didn’t have enough space for her. Vivienne had called her out on it, and Rae could see why. This monstrosity was practically a boat on wheels, and all shiny brand-new. Even someone with as much love of paperwork as Ms. Lockett could never have enough “work stuff” to fill it.

As Ms. Lockett pulled out of the school parking lot, Rae thought of how Alyssa had apologized later for the way she’d been. They weren’t exactly friends yet, but with enough time, Rae thought they could be. She just hoped they’d get that chance.

They would, Rae told herself firmly. She would find Alyssa and her teammates, eighth graders Becka and Matt. Even if it meant confronting Patrick again. This time she would demand answers, and she wouldn’t leave until she got them.

Screeeech!

Ms. Lockett slammed on the brakes, the car skidding roughly to a halt, throwing Rae painfully into her seat belt. “Are you all okay back there?” Ms. Lockett asked.

“Fine,” Rae said, at the same time Caden said, “Mostly okay,” and Vivienne said, “What the heck was that?”

“That,” Ms. Lockett said grimly, “was a trip.”

“A what now?” Rae rubbed at her chest. She felt like her sternum had been shoved back two inches.

“There.” Caden pointed out his window.

Rae peered around him and saw goats—dozens of them, all trotting eagerly down the middle of the road.

“A trip of goats,” Vivienne whispered. “Why are they here?”

“I honestly have no idea, but they’d better move their furry little butts.” Ms. Lockett leaned on her horn. At first it seemed like the goats had no intention of moving out of the way. Then, one by one, they slowly staggered off to the side enough to let the car swerve around them, all while bleating their disapproval.

“Well, that’s an accident waiting to happen,” Ms. Lockett said when they were finally back on their way. “I’ll place a call to animal control as soon as we get to Green On!. I wonder who is missing them.”

Rae thought of Gary the Goatman and his abandoned yurt and wondered if there was any connection. He’d been killed by the infestation, and his goats—the ones who’d survived, at least—had scattered somewhere. She doubted that all these goats could have been his, though.

Rae glanced at Caden. “What do you think?”

Caden was wearing a very odd expression, even for him, his dark eyebrows lowered. He was clutching the pendant he always wore too. Never a good sign. But he just shrugged and shook his head, turning to watch the scenery as they drove on as if he were looking for something. Rae didn’t press him on it, and soon they were on the road leading up to Green On!.

This part of Whispering Pines always seemed so ominous. The lab had been built back far enough into the Watchful Woods that the trees hanging overhead cast dark shadows at all times, and coupled with the gray skies of autumn, it made it seem like darkness was coming early for them.

Ms. Lockett paused at the gate to talk to the security guard, who waved her on through the barbed-wire fence and into the nearly empty visitor lot. It was a small lot, probably because practically everyone in Whispering Pines seemed to work for the company, so they didn’t get many visitors. Nor did they really seem to want them.

They climbed out and slammed their doors, the sound echoing loudly in the otherwise silent space. Rae eyed the Green On! building. There wasn’t anything to admire out here; with its blocky grayness, it looked just like a large cinder block sitting in the middle of the forest. A well-guarded cinder block but still ugly.

“Are you okay?” Caden asked her.

“Fine.” Rae pasted a smile on her face. This had been her idea, after all. “Hey, where’s Ms. Lockett?”

“She stormed inside already, looking like she was ready to give someone their next detention,” Vivienne said. “I think she’s hoping to have a private word with Patrick before we show up.”

“For as much good as that will do her,” Caden muttered, eyeing the forest on all sides of them.

Rae privately thought he was right; Patrick hadn’t wanted to tell Ms. Lockett anything earlier, and she doubted he was going to change his mind, even if she did march right up to him. Taking a deep breath, she strode to the entrance, very aware of all the cameras pointed at her and the guard stationed just outside. He eyed the three of them but said nothing as they stepped through the doors and into the well-lit lobby.

Patrick stood in the center of it as if he had been expecting them this whole time, his smile almost brighter than the room itself. “And here they are!” He extended his arms out. “My interns. I was just telling your charming vice principal that I wanted to see the three of you. Excellent timing.”

Ms. Lockett stood beside him looking positively livid, her mouth drawn in a tight line, like she was holding back a whole flood of angry words now that they’d entered the building. She looked him up and down. “We are not done here.”

“But of course. Give me just a few minutes to get my interns situated in one of the open labs, and you and I can finish our business. Unless you’d rather they remain here and be a part of our discussion?”

Ms. Lockett glanced at them, then back at him. “Fine,” she said, stalking over to one of the chairs and sitting down.

“Right this way, if you please,” Patrick said, guiding Rae and her friends toward the sliding glass doors in the back.

“And I plan to stay here after our talk, too,” Ms. Lockett called after him. “Until the three of them return safely.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Patrick said.

“I think it will be.” She crossed her arms. “No more absent students. Not on my watch.”

He studied her for a minute, then nodded. “If you’d like to remain here, I’m sure that can be arranged.”

Rae frowned at the doors as they slid open. There was a new sign on them that read AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. It made her feel like she was trespassing, and as the doors slid shut behind her, she couldn’t help wondering if she’d just led them all into some kind of trap.

“How did you know we were coming?” Vivienne asked Patrick as they walked.

“How do you think?” Patrick asked.

“Cameras,” Rae said. “You saw Ms. Lockett’s car pulling into the visitor lot, or maybe up to the gates.”

“Excellent powers of deduction, Ms. Carter.” He led them around the corner and over to a large solid-looking door. Opening it, he gestured for them to go in first.

Rae had been expecting a lab, but instead it looked more like a meeting room, with several rows of chairs facing a large whiteboard. Underneath the board, a strange metallic contraption sat in the middle of a long table. It was roughly the size and shape of a basketball, only the top was flat with some kind of glossy screen imprinted into it, and there were several buttons and knobs on the sides.

“Please, have a seat.” Patrick waved at the chairs.

“Not to be rude or anything,” Rae said, not caring that her tone said otherwise. “But we didn’t come here to get all comfy. We came here to find our friends.”

“Oh really?” Patrick leaned against the table in front of them. “And where do you think they are?”

Rae glanced over at Vivienne and Caden. She hadn’t told them her hunch yet. But no time like the present. “I think you sent them onto the spaceship.” She felt Vivienne startle next to her but ignored her friend’s look, keeping her gaze fixed on Patrick: the perfectly shaped eyebrows, the carefully styled hair, the cool blue eyes. He should be handsome. Ava certainly thought so, and the first time Rae had seen him, she’d thought he looked like a movie star. But now his face seemed strange somehow, the features almost too perfect, too symmetrical. Like they were all part of a mask.

She’d hate to see what he looked like beneath it.

“Interesting idea,” he said at last. “But no, Ms. Carter. That was not the destination I chose for their mission.”

Rae’s stomach sank. He could be lying, but she didn’t think so. Which meant she had no idea where her friends might be. At least he hadn’t pretended there was no ship, like he had the last time she’d mentioned it.

“Mr. Price, you look like you’ve figured it out.”

Rae glanced at Caden. He nodded once, his lips pressed so hard together they looked white, and his eyes blazing with a fury she’d never seen on his face before. She shrank back, just a little, secretly glad Vivienne was sitting between them.

“Well, Mr. Price? Care to enlighten the rest of the class?” Patrick smiled mockingly.

“You sent them into the Other Place.”

“You are quite perceptive, aren’t you?”

“Wait, what?” Rae sat up straighter, Caden’s words sinking in. “You sent our friends into the Other Place? Are you joking?”

“Not at all, Ms. Carter. I am deadly serious.”

Rae could almost feel the hard press of Ivan the Unseeing’s fingers as they dug into her ankle, pulling her with him toward that awful place. A place full of monsters and a strange, gritty light the color of old bruises. She’d been so terrified, instinctively knowing that to enter that world was to die. And now Alyssa, Becka, and Matt were all over there.

“What is the Other Place?” Vivienne looked from Rae to Caden, confused.

“It’s a world of monsters, Ms. Matsuoka. You would feel right at home there.”

Rae gasped. She felt Vivienne stiffen next to her, while Caden just stood motionless, like he were willing himself to be somewhere else.

“Now, that,” Patrick said, “was a joke.” He smiled, all his teeth flashing.

“Some joke,” Vivienne muttered.

“To answer your question more seriously, the Other Place is a pocket dimension. Picture a plastic bag full of air. That is our reality here.” Patrick tapped the hardwood of the desk in front of him. “Now, imagine that a corner of that bag were to be twisted, creating a small enclave. A separate space, still full of air but cut off from the whole. That would be the Other Place. At least as far as I have been able to determine. Perhaps Mr. Price would care to elaborate further?”

Caden shook his head.

“Then I shall muddle on,” Patrick said, not seeming too bothered by Caden’s silence. “While some dimensions lay on top of others like layers of a cake, this one doesn’t seem to overlap ours. Much like my bag analogy, it was once part of this dimension but now lies adjacent.” He frowned. “Only, that’s not fully accurate either, as the borders of the Other Place shift constantly. More like a floating bubble than a bag, perhaps?” He drummed his fingers against the wood, considering.

The tap-tap-tap sound felt like it were echoing inside Rae’s skull. “It doesn’t matter if it’s a bag or a bubble,” she snapped. “It’s dangerous! You should never have sent a bunch of kids there! When are they coming back?”

“That’s a good question. They were supposed to be back days ago.”

Rae stared at him, aghast. “You mean they’re stuck there?”

“I believe so, yes.” Patrick shook his head. “I’m as upset as anyone, I assure you, Ms. Carter. Not only is this a PR nightmare in the making, but they had a very expensive piece of equipment with them. One that will be difficult to replace.”

Rae was speechless. Her friends were trapped in a place of monsters, and Patrick was concerned about their gear? She realized she was shaking, she was so furious.

“Why haven’t you sent anyone in there after them?” Vivienne demanded, her face white with anger, dark eyes flashing.

“I would like to, but bad things happened to the last team of adults I sent in. It’s why I sent a team of children this time.”

“It was too dangerous for adults, so you sent kids?” Vivienne said, horrified.

“You misunderstand me. I believed it would be safer for those not fully matured.”

“Why would you think that?” Rae asked, fighting to keep her voice calm.

“Because I know a teenager who spent a lot of time there.”

Aiden.

Rae’s fists tightened, her nails digging into her flesh. She remembered the way the tentacles had moved, languidly waving as if they were deep underwater, and the strange, headache-inducing glow that oozed from the rift. The way Ivan had screamed as one of those tentacles wrapped around him. There had been other shadows too. Things that moved too fast to see clearly. Hungry things.

Rae took a deep breath. She knew what she had to do. She looked straight into Patrick’s eyes. His lips were curled in a small, knowing smile, and he sat back in his chair, arms crossed, waiting.

He knew what she was going to do too. He’d known all along.

Rae gritted her teeth, but in the end she would never abandon a friend to the monsters. “How do we get there?”

Patrick raised his eyebrows in mock surprise. “Why, Ms. Carter, are you volunteering to take on another mission?”

“I want my friends back, and if that means going to a dimension of monsters, then that’s where I’ll go.”

“Me too,” Vivienne said.

“As to how you can get there…” Patrick turned his gaze to Caden.

Caden shook his head like he couldn’t believe any of them were saying this.

“Unfortunately, Mr. Price, we need you. Here at Green On!, we have learned how to harness the power you generate in order to create our own rift, but we still need you to provide that power first.”

Caden wrapped his fingers around the pendant he always wore around his neck. “I can’t,” he whispered. He glanced at Vivienne, his expression anguished. “I’m sorry, but I can’t. It’s too dangerous right now. That barrier needs to remain secure.”

“It’s a little late for that, don’t you think, little brother?”

Rae whipped around.

Aiden stood in the doorway of the office, wearing tight jeans, a fitted long-sleeve T-shirt, and a smug smile.




14. CADEN

Rae stood so fast her chair screeched backward, her anger striking Caden’s mental shields like balls of hail. “Why is he here?” she demanded.

“He is going to help you with your mission,” Patrick said.

Rae shook her head. “No, he’s not. I don’t want him anywhere near us.”

“I’m afraid this part is nonnegotiable.”

Rae opened her mouth, then shut it again and sat down, her resentment boiling around her. Vivienne patted her arm.

“Why would you help us?” Caden asked his brother.

“Because Patrick has agreed to help us in return.”

“Help with what?” Caden tried to feel for his brother’s emotions, to find the truth beneath his words.

When Aiden had returned from the Other Place, he’d been completely unreadable. No, worse than that. He’d felt like negative space. Like a void that was slowly expanding, sucking in the energy and life of those around him. That void was still there, only now it felt different. No longer dangerous, just… empty.

Aiden smirked, as if he knew exactly what Caden was doing. Probably he did. “Surely you’ve noticed there’s something very powerful out there that hates our family? Something that is trying to break free from the Other Place and destroy us all?”

“Prudence,” Caden said, testing his theory. “The witch of Meadowbrook.”

Aiden raised his eyebrows. “So you’ve figured that out, have you? I wasn’t allowed to tell you before.”

“What, Prudence didn’t want her pet telling me the truth?”

Aiden’s eyebrows stopped their climb, snapping together in one furious line. “I am no one’s pet. And if you must know, it was our very own dear old mom who forbade me from telling you.”

“That’s not true,” Caden said immediately.

“Are you so sure?”

“Why would she keep it from me?”

“Maybe she thought you wouldn’t be able to handle the truth. Our ancestor helped lock away a witch in an eternal prison—the very same witch who’d saved her life. It’s the kind of thing that might have bothered a tenderhearted boy like yourself.”

Caden could feel everyone else watching this exchange, and his face grew hot. “Why did she do it?” he asked, trying to ignore the looks.

Aiden shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”

Caden blinked. Of course it mattered. If Alice had a good reason, that could explain all the rest. But maybe Aiden didn’t know. He’d never liked to admit when he was ignorant of anything.

“What matters is that Prudence is a little annoyed by the whole thing, and as you know, the spells currently holding her in place have been weakened tremendously—”

“And whose fault is that?” Rae demanded.

Aiden ignored her, continuing. “So, at this point, it’s just a matter of time before she gets free.”

“And you think Patrick is going to somehow help strengthen the barriers around the Other Place?” Caden asked.

“Not at all. I think Patrick is going to destroy the Other Place.”

Caden’s eyes widened, and he felt Rae’s surprise mirroring his own.

“Wouldn’t that just unleash her on our town?” Vivienne asked. “Speaking as someone who lives here, I’m not really in favor of that plan.”

Aiden laughed. “The only reason Prudence is still alive is because the energy of the Other Place is animating her.”

“Like a zombie?” Vivienne asked.

“Not really.” Aiden considered. “Or, well, close enough. But Patrick has said he can suck that energy out and thus leave her corpse to wither and die. Think about it, little brother.” Aiden’s eyes locked on Caden’s, his tone oh so reasonable. “Our ancestor sealed Prudence and her monsters away. And then what? She and the rest of her bloodline were forced to guard the entrance to that prison for the next several hundred years, effectively imprisoning themselves, too. Imprisoning us here, in this ridiculous town.” He took a step closer. “But what if we could destroy all of it now? Then not only would we be safe. We’d also be free.”

Free? At one point Caden thought he would be free, that his brother would be the one taking over the duties and business of Paranormal Price, and he’d be able to finish school and leave Whispering Pines—and all of the occult—behind forever. Now, with his mom wanting him to take over, the responsibilities were piling up on Caden’s shoulders, threatening to bury him, and that freedom seemed a long-ago dream.

“I know you don’t want to stay here forever.” Aiden’s voice was almost a whisper now. “I know you don’t want to live our mom’s life.” He’d always been good at convincing people to do whatever he wanted, and Caden could feel his resolve weakening, his concerns slipping away beneath the tide of Aiden’s persuasion.

Besides, Alyssa, Becka, and Matt were all trapped in the Other Place now. Maybe he really could save them. Reluctantly, he looked up at Patrick, who was leaning against the table with his arms crossed, waiting. “What do you need us to do?” he asked, his voice resigned.

“I’m so glad you asked.” Patrick’s smile was as wide as the yawning grave. “It’s simple, really.”

Caden very much doubted that, but he held his tongue.

“I just need you to open the rift here in our lab and take a short trip into the Other Place. This”—Patrick tapped the strange circular contraption sitting on the table beside him—“should lead you to the energy reader the other interns carried in for me. Find the energy reader, and I feel confident you will find your friends.”

“And then how will we leave?” Caden knew there was no way to open the rift from the inside. Otherwise Aiden wouldn’t have been trapped there for nine long months.

“Once you have the energy reader in your possession, simply twist this knob here”—he pointed to the side of the device—“push this button here”—he turned it so Caden could see—“and set it on the ground to activate it. It should tear a temporary rift into the wall of the Other Place, allowing you to return here.”

That “should” made him nervous. How much did Patrick know for certain and how much was just guesswork? Caden eyed the device next to Patrick. It was fairly small and very simple-looking, not the kind of thing that inspired much confidence. If it had been all fancy and high tech, he might have trusted it more. Or maybe not. Maybe simple was best.

“Once you bring me that energy reader, I’ll take care of the rest,” Patrick said.

“How?” Rae demanded.

“Ms. Carter, if people knew how the sausage got made, everyone would be vegetarians. Sometimes, it’s better not to get into the details.”

“People deserve to know so they can make informed choices. We deserve to know. I mean, if we’re signing up for this mission and all.”

Caden noticed her use of the word “if,” but he could tell it was just an act; Rae had made up her mind to go in the moment she knew the other interns were trapped there. And that, more than anything, convinced him.

“I’m afraid the explanation would be long and technical, and, unfortunately, we are out of time.” Patrick made a show of checking his watch. “I promised your delightful vice principal a word. Considering she has already threatened to send the entire police force after me, I had better deliver.”

“As if you’re worried about the police,” Caden muttered.

Patrick nodded. “Even so.” He stood from the table and clapped his hands. “Time is a commodity none of us can afford. So. Your decision?”

Caden looked at Rae and Vivienne. “I’m in,” Vivienne said immediately.

Caden wasn’t surprised; Alyssa had been Vivienne’s best friend, and she needed help. Of course Vivienne would go in after her, even if Patrick was refusing to share all the details of his plan. “Rae?” Caden asked.

Rae chewed her lip, shooting mistrustful looks at Aiden and Patrick both. Then she sighed. “Me too.”

Caden paused, remembering that earlier feeling of something big being set in motion, gears clicking and wheels turning and him trapped between the spokes, running to avoid being crushed to death. He looked up into Patrick’s cool blue eyes, and even though he’d never been able to read Patrick’s emotions, he knew this moment was something the other man had been working toward since the day he came to Whispering Pines.

Caden’s shoulders slumped. “I’m in too.”




15. RAE

Rae hated being inside Green On!. The air tasted strange somehow, like it was just a little too clean, and she kept remembering how it had felt the morning they’d started their internship with a tour of the lab only to be caught in a nuclear meltdown. Alarms blaring, lights flashing, the suffocating claustrophobia of her hazmat suit… It had turned out to be a false alarm, but still, as she put a modified version of that same suit on now, she couldn’t help the spike of fear rising inside her. It almost made her eager to get to the Other Place. Almost.

“I know how you feel,” Vivienne said, zipping up her own suit. She made it look cool, the skintight bright green contrasting with her jet-black hair. “It feels a little like déjà vu.”

These suits did feel very similar to the ones she and Vivienne had worn just days ago when they exterminated a whole nest of alien bugs. Only this time there was no jetpack of bug spray. All they had was one long knife each. Rae doubted that would be much help; she hadn’t gotten a good look at the monsters in the Other Place as they’d lurched forward to feed on a screaming Ivan, just a vague impression of teeth and tentacles, but that had been enough.

And then there were those Devourers she’d seen yesterday…

Vivienne put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed gently. “We’ll be okay, and we’ll get our friends back,” she said confidently.

“Do you really think so?” Rae asked, suddenly hopeful.

“Not really. But it sounded good, right?”

Rae laughed weakly. “It did.”

“And who knows? Maybe it’s true.” Vivienne squared her shoulders. “Time to hit the road. We don’t want Caden to beat us there.” She reached for the dressing room door just as it opened. “Whoa!” Vivienne took a quick step back, almost crashing into Rae, who steadied her. “Doctor Nguyen?”

Doctor Nguyen was Patrick’s assistant—his “right-hand woman,” the only person Rae had ever seen working directly with him. She was maybe a little older than he was—Rae guessed midthirties—and always seemed extremely organized and unflappable. But today her normally neat hair was tangled and sweaty, her face red like she’d been sprinting as she hurried inside, shutting the door quickly behind her. “Oh good,” she gasped. “I thought you might have left already.” She put a hand to her chest and took a couple of slow breaths.

“Is everything okay?” Rae asked, anxiety curling around her. Even during the false nuclear meltdown, Doctor Nguyen had remained relatively cool. Seeing her so frazzled was extremely disconcerting.

“Everything is fine. I just… I needed to have a word with you, Rae.” Doctor Nguyen straightened. “About your asthma.”

“My asthma?” Rae frowned. “What about it?” It had been worse than usual ever since they had moved to Whispering Pines, as if there were something here she was allergic to. But it seemed strange for Doctor Nguyen, of all people, to be worried about it. She’d never expressed any concern in the past.

“We don’t know how any of you will react to the air of the Other Place.” Doctor Nguyen glanced at Vivienne as she said this, then away again. “I want to make sure you’re prepared.”

“I have my inhaler.” Rae patted the front zippered pocket of her suit.

“You’ll be wearing a helmet,” Doctor Nguyen pointed out.

Rae frowned. “Oh yeah.” She hadn’t considered that.

“So I had this made for you.” Doctor Nguyen pulled something out from the inner front pocket of her lab coat.

At first Rae thought it was some kind of pen, complete with a cap and everything. But then she noticed the needle inside. Immediately her head swam, and she put a hand against the wall. “Is that a shot?” She hated needles.

“It’s a kind of EpiPen.”

“Don’t people with allergies use those?” Vivienne asked. “Like, after they get stung by a bee or something?”

“True, but a severe asthma attack is basically an extreme allergic reaction. This will stop your lungs from closing up in either case.”

“Doesn’t that sound fun,” Rae said faintly. “I didn’t realize you were a medical doctor.”

“I’m not. Technically, I’m an engineer, but a few of our medical scientists owed me a favor, and… It’s not important. What’s important is that you have the protection you need.”

Rae shook her head. “I really don’t like needles.”

“No one does.” Doctor Nguyen made a face. “Almost no one,” she amended. “But it’s not so bad, really.”

Of course she would say that, Rae thought bitterly. She wasn’t contemplating the idea of stabbing herself with one. The needle already looked like it had grown since they started talking, the point inside gleaming with malice.

“I’ll explain how to use it,” Doctor Nguyen said. “Vivienne, why don’t you go on ahead?”

“I can wait.”

“No, really, you should go.”

Vivienne frowned. “Why?”

“Because Patrick wanted a word with you before you left. He’s probably waiting in the main lab already.”

“Oh!” Vivienne glanced at Rae, who shrugged. “Okay, I guess I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

“I’ll be right behind you,” Rae said.

Vivienne ducked through the dressing room door, and Rae and Doctor Nguyen were alone again.

Doctor Nguyen then did something really strange. She opened the door a crack and peered outside, then closed it firmly and walked closer to Rae, dropping her voice low, barely a whisper. “There’s not much time, so listen, please. This isn’t a real EpiPen. Do not use it for your asthma.”

Rae blinked, not sure how to feel about that revelation. “But you said—”

“I was lying. This is for your protection.”

“You want me to stab the Devourers and Unseeings with that?” Now, suddenly, that needle didn’t seem nearly big enough. “Why not just give me a sword? Or better yet, a flamethrower?”

“The monsters over there are certainly concerning, but it’s the one going in with you that I’m most worried about.”

“I didn’t want him to come either,” Rae said. “But Patrick insisted.”

Doctor Nguyen blinked. “Who?”

“Aiden. That’s who you mean, right?” Just saying his name made her angry. She’d be able to stab him with a needle, no problem. She still couldn’t believe Caden had agreed for him to come along.

Doctor Nguyen shook her head. “I’m talking about Vivienne.”

Rae blinked, surprised. And then the scientist’s words hit her, and she flushed, hot and furious. “Vivienne is not a monster.”

Doctor Nguyen’s nostrils flared. “I’m sorry. I said that wrong. She’s not a monster, but she is dangerous, and becoming more so by the day.”

“No thanks to your boss.”

Doctor Nguyen flinched. She glanced around as if checking for cameras. For all Rae knew, maybe she was. There certainly were a lot of them outside. “We don’t have time to argue about this now. Patrick will be wondering what’s keeping us. But none of us knows exactly how the energy of the Other Place will affect Vivienne. Patrick has speculated that there’s a chance it will speed up her… affliction.”

“What?” Rae took a step back. “Then she can’t go with us!”

“He has also speculated there’s a chance it will slow it all down. Maybe even temporarily halt it completely.”

“I don’t think she should take those chances.” Rae thought of Vivienne’s face covered in goat blood again, the hard, flat look of her eyes, and shuddered.

“He will be telling her all of this right now and letting her decide for herself.”

Rae snorted. “He’s not really giving her a choice, and you know it. Not with our friends still trapped over there and no one else willing to do anything about it.”

Doctor Nguyen looked away, her cheeks pink, but she didn’t deny it.

Suddenly Rae realized she was furious. She had known that Patrick’s desire to achieve his agenda would always outweigh any potential risks to his interns. But she’d believed that Doctor Nguyen, at least, would stand like a shield between them. That she would do her best to keep them safe.

And then she hadn’t.

Really, Doctor Nguyen was worse than Patrick. He obviously had no conscience at all. She had one but chose to ignore it. “Did you even try to stop Patrick from sending a bunch of kids into a dangerous alternate dimension? Or did you just silently stand by, his supportive right-hand woman, as always?”

Doctor Nguyen blinked rapidly. “How can you ask that? Of course I tried. I told him that three fully trained adults had gone into that place, and it had broken them immediately. Sending four kids in afterward was irresponsible at best. But Patrick is… hard to persuade, and in the end, I had no choice but to let that part of his plan play out. There are bigger things at stake, and—”

“Bigger things than the lives of my friends?” Rae shook her head, disgusted.

“That’s not what I meant. It’s… I can’t explain right now, and—”

“Wait,” Rae said, the rest of Doctor Nguyen’s words catching up. “You said four kids? The other team of interns only had three since Blake was injured. Just Alyssa, Becka, and Matt.”

Doctor Nguyen winced with every name and didn’t add another, but it didn’t matter; Rae realized she already knew.

“Nate,” she whispered, horror crashing down on her as all the pieces snapped together: his strange disappearance when she and Vivienne came up out of the tunnels, how he’d been ignoring her phone calls and not answering her texts. She’d convinced herself he was avoiding her and Vivienne out of guilt, but maybe some part of her had always known the truth. “You sent Nate.”

Doctor Nguyen nodded once.

Alyssa was fast and athletic. Becka radiated more confidence than anyone Rae had ever met, with the possible exception of Vivienne. And Matt was the lead running back on their school’s football team. All three of them seemed like they could handle themselves in a dangerous situation. But Nate probably couldn’t even survive a week of backyard camping, and yet he’d been sent to a hellish dimension full of things that wanted to eat him.

“How could you?” Rae stared at Doctor Nguyen, aghast.

“Patrick said there needed to be four.”

Rae shook her head, feeling slightly sick. “He really looked up to you. Always going on about ‘Doctor Nguyen thinks this,’ and ‘Doctor Nguyen said that.’ And you sent him to a dangerous, terrible place and then left him there with the others to die.”

Doctor Nguyen flinched. “That’s not really… I mean, I had no choice. Patrick insisted we—”

“Patrick has always been more interested in what we can accomplish for him than in our safety.” Rae’s words felt like knives tumbling from her mouth, cutting her from the inside. “But you? You were supposed to care about us.”

Doctor Nguyen’s face went pale, except for two bright pink spots high on her cheeks. “I do care,” she said at last. “Very much. It’s why I’m giving you this.” She held out the pen. “Now, listen.” Despite Rae’s fury, there was something about Doctor Nguyen’s urgent tone that made it impossible not to pay attention.

“This pen is simple, designed to work with as little effort on your part as possible. See this small switch on the underside? You thumb it down”—she demonstrated—“and the cap folds into itself. That releases the spring on the needle. Then you just jab it in and press the top, and the medicine inside will start working quickly. It’s most effective if you can hit a major artery—the neck or the thigh. And you’ll have to use a great deal of force to puncture through one of those suits.”

Rae tried to imagine stabbing Vivienne. The very idea made her sick.

Doctor Nguyen held it out. “Take it.”

Rae shook her head.

“Please, Rae,” Doctor Nguyen’s voice cracked a little. “You have no idea what it took to get this made for you. Don’t let it be for nothing.”

“I’m not taking something that will hurt my friend.”

“It won’t hurt her. I swear it. It will just incapacitate her for a few minutes.” When Rae still didn’t reach for it, she stepped closer. “It will buy you time if you need it. Not a lot of time, but enough, I hope, to get the rift open and bring her back here, where we can help. You know it would destroy her if she hurt you or Caden. This is as much for her sake as yours.”

Rae stared at that long green capsule, and then, reluctantly, she picked it up. It was shockingly cold to the touch. “Does Patrick know about this?”

“I, um, haven’t filled him in yet.” Doctor Nguyen smiled brightly, but it was obvious there was more to it. She was keeping this a secret from Patrick for a reason. And that made Rae nervous.

She weighed the EpiPen in her hand, remembering how, as the lab alarm blared around her, Doctor Nguyen had remained focused on Rae and the other kids, making sure they were all inside their hazmat suits without bothering to find one for herself. Maybe she deserved a little bit of trust.

Rae unzipped the front pocket of her suit and slid the pen inside, where it nestled next to her inhaler.

“Thank you, Rae,” Doctor Nguyen said with obvious relief. “Now, hurry, please. Patrick will be waiting. I don’t want him to wonder why we took so long.” She pulled open the door and strode out, and Rae followed quickly behind her down the long hall. She could feel the cold pen pressed against her chest, the chill of it slowly seeping out until it felt almost as if it were freezing her heart.

And she wondered if she would really be able to use it on her friend if it came to it.




16. CADEN

Caden was sure his brother was up to something. He just wished he knew what. Why would he be willing to trust Patrick, of all people? Patrick had kept Aiden locked inside an underground cell until Vivienne’s mom had gone behind his back and released him. What was Aiden really planning?

“I can feel you staring at me,” Aiden said, zipping up the front of his Green On! suit. “It’s called subtlety; might want to learn some.”

“What are you up to?” Caden asked, ignoring the barb.

Aiden gave him a humorless smile. “Besides making sure you don’t end up as monster food?” He waited a beat, then said simply, “Revenge.”

That soft word sent a tremor through Caden. Sometimes it was hard to remember, when faced with Aiden’s charm and carefree smiles, that his brother had an ironclad sense of justice when it came to any wrongs committed against him. His motto was if someone took an eye, then you took the whole head. Even small slights were punishable: a friend cheating at a game of pickup basketball deserved to have his house set on fire; a disloyal girlfriend was sent to the hospital. And who had wronged him more than Caden, who had pushed him into the Other Place and then left him there for nine long months?

Caden’s mouth went dry. He wasn’t sure what his brother was planning and didn’t have the courage to ask.

Aiden adjusted his collar, and Caden noticed the way the metal ring wrapped around his thumb gleamed in the overhead electric lights. It appeared to drink in their glow, getting brighter the more Caden looked at it, while the rest of the room seemed to grow darker. Aiden noticed him looking and pulled on the thick gloves, snapping them into the wrists of the suit. “It belonged to Alice Price,” Aiden said. “I found it the last time I was in the Other Place.”

Caden swallowed. “What does it do?”

Aiden smirked. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Caden could feel his irritation warring with his fear. Doing his best not to show either emotion, he ignored his brother’s question, instead concentrating on zipping up his suit. He hated the way the material clung to him, pressing inward like it wanted to squeeze the air out of his lungs. The sooner they got this over with, the sooner he could change. And the sooner he could get away from Aiden.

“Fine,” Aiden said. “It’s merely a reminder of who I am and how much I’m tied to this place. Family obligations and all that.”

“I didn’t realize family obligations were so high on your priority list,” Caden muttered.

“When have I ever been anything other than devoted to our family?”

“You helped Patrick lock Mom and Dad up in an underground cell,” Caden pointed out.

Aiden shrugged. “I feel it is an experience everyone should have at least once.” He gave Caden a pointed look. “Say, what are you doing after this?”

“Very funny.”

Aiden grinned. “Anyhow, I was protecting them. I thought the first thing Prudence would do if she got free was go after Mom, and maybe Dad, too. So I asked Patrick to keep them somewhere safe until that spell was done.”

Caden wasn’t sure whether to believe that. “You were the one who helped Prudence break free,” he said. That, at least, he knew to be true.

“Almost break free,” Aiden corrected. “And yes, but I had no choice.”

“There is always a choice.”

“Okay, fine. My choices were to be tortured horribly, possibly forever or until I eventually died, whichever came first. Or to make a deal and hope there was some way I could void it if I ever got out. In my place, what would you have chosen?”

“I wouldn’t have made a deal with something evil enough to be locked away in a special prison.”

“Is that so?” Aiden gave him a strange, searching look. “Even to save the lives of people you love?”

Caden hesitated, remembering how he’d been willing to open a rift into that place for Aiden in order to save Ava.

Aiden smirked, clearly reading the truth on his face. “As I’ve said in the past, you are painfully predictable.”

“You weren’t making a deal to save anyone but yourself,” Caden said, annoyed.

“True. But before you judge me for that, just know that I didn’t come to that bargain lightly. The things that lurk in that place… Prudence let them feed on me slowly. Not enough to kill me. Just enough to bleed me until I passed out. I could keep them off some of the time, but they learned to wait until I got tired. They would follow, just out of reach. Sometimes they’d play games, let me think I was safe for a few days, wait until I finally tried to sleep…” He stared off into the distance, his face drawn and pale, hands clenched as he lost himself to the past.

Caden felt that twinge of sympathy again. He did his best to squash it. For all he knew, Aiden was lying. But looking at his brother now, he didn’t think he was. Aiden had lines under his eyes and next to his mouth that he hadn’t had before, and there was a streak of white in his otherwise dark spiky hair. At this moment, he looked like he’d aged twenty years.

“What was the deal you made?” Caden asked quietly.

Aiden blinked, coming back to himself. “Oh, she promised to call her monsters off if I agreed to help her break the spells that sealed her prison, assuming I ever got out. If I reneged on that deal, then I forfeited my soul. That was a terrible bargain, by the way. I could feel her seeping inside me, nibbling away at it… It was worse than the monsters.” He rubbed his arms as if trying to scrub off the sensation.

Caden had never heard of a witch demanding a soul price like that; that kind of thing was usually reserved for the darker, more demonic forces. He tried to ignore his growing unease. “Then why isn’t she free?”

“I’m not sure,” Aiden said, but his jaw twitched, and Caden got the distinct sense that his brother was lying. He knew. Or at least, he suspected. But if he didn’t want to say, there was no way Caden could drag that information out of him.

“And your powers?” Caden asked instead. “Do you have them back now?”

Aiden’s mouth twisted. “No. That witch tricked me. She told me my magic drew the monsters to me, and so when I asked her to call them off, it gave her the excuse she needed to take my powers. Supposedly that was the only way.” He scowled. “If I want them back, I have to come to her. And there’s no way I’m doing that.”

“Aren’t you, though?” Caden said.

Aiden shook his head. “I might be heading back into the Other Place, but I’m staying well away from her. As long as we’re quick, we should be able to get in and out before she has a chance to sink her claws back into me.”

“I still don’t understand why you’re willing to go back in.”

“And how would I get my revenge from out here?” Aiden smiled, but it was humorless. More a baring of teeth than an emotion. “Patrick has promised to help me destroy Prudence if I join this mission.”

Relief washed over Caden. “So you weren’t planning on getting revenge on me, then?”

Aiden laughed. “Maybe next time.”

Caden went cold.

“Kidding, brother. I told you, I have forgiven you for your earlier betrayals. Especially since I need you; the only other people on our team are a couple of silly middle school girls.”

“Neither of them is silly,” Caden said, offended.

“Maybe not. Still, they are hardly the backup I’d choose for something like this.”

Caden frowned. “I’d choose them.”

“Of course you would. Isn’t one of them your girlfriend?”

Caden immediately felt his face turn red, and he turned away. “No.”

“Ah, but you want her to be. It’s written all over your tomato face.”

“Shut up.” Caden pulled on his gloves and closed the locker.

“I can’t remember which one it is. The neighbor girl with those big, soft eyes? Or the cute, short one with the backpack?”

“This conversation is over.” Caden stalked past his brother and out into the hall, knowing his face was still red and hoping no one else would notice. If they did, he’d just blame this stuffy suit.

But as he stomped down the hall, listening to Aiden chuckle behind him, he wondered if ending the conversation there had been Aiden’s goal.



The lights overhead were way too bright, pulsating behind Caden’s eyelids and joining the throbbing in his head. The Green On! suit he’d been stuffed into had only gotten more uncomfortable, making him feel like a boa constrictor’s meal. And he now had an itch in a place impossible to scratch through the suit’s thick material. At least all the discomfort was distracting; he’d almost forgotten how afraid he was.

“Mr. Price, if you would please put your helmet on so we can begin?” Patrick said over the speaker system. Of course he would never have to wear a helmet like this. Not Mr. I-Only-Wear-the-Finest-Suits. Caden knew he was being petty, but he couldn’t help himself. He glanced back at the large mirrors covering the wall behind him, where Patrick and his gang of scientists were all watching them. What kind of person was okay with sitting back and observing a bunch of kids going into a dangerous alternate dimension?

Caden turned back to the blank wall on the opposite side of the room, the place where the opening was supposed to appear. It felt like there were monsters in front of him and behind him.

Aiden, Rae, and Vivienne had already put their helmets on. They looked almost unrecognizable in their matching electric-green suits and fishbowl heads, only their height differences making it possible to tell who was who. Vivienne was notably shorter than Rae, who barely came up to Aiden’s shoulders. Rae’s arms were wrapped around that strange device Patrick had given them.

“Mr. Price…,” Patrick repeated.

Caden sighed.

“Quit being a baby,” Aiden said, his voice muffled.

Caden couldn’t think of a good comeback, so, reluctantly, he shoved the helmet over his head. Immediately he felt like he were suffocating, his peripheral vision cut off, the sound of his own breathing loud and harsh in his ears.

“Ready to begin?” Patrick’s voice now came through the speaker of Caden’s helmet, feeling almost as if it were whispering straight into the back of his mind. Caden shifted, resisting the urge to yank the helmet off again. “Remember, don’t activate the device until just before you’re ready to plant it on the other side. The rift it will open is extremely temporary.”

“How extreme are we talking?” Vivienne said.

“You’ll have about thirty seconds to get through it. After that, the rift will close, and unfortunately this device is single use only, so…”

Silence met Patrick’s statement, everyone digesting this. They would have one chance to get out or they would be stuck over there.

“Oh, and it’s technically set to allow only one carbon-based life form through,” Patrick added, almost as an afterthought.

“What?” Rae sputtered.

“Don’t worry, Ms. Carter. You can circumvent that programming by maintaining physical contact with each other when you go through.”

“Doing what?” Caden said.

“Hold hands or something,” Aiden said. “It’s not complicated.”

“Exactly so,” Patrick said. “Don’t forget to retrieve the energy station. This is vital. Now, Mr. Price, if you would, please?”

Caden looked down at the small bowl of blood—his blood, taken before he put on the suit—sitting at his feet. He hoped it would work as well as fresh blood. Closing his eyes, he lifted his hands, spread his fingers in their gloves, and then dropped his mental shields.

Instantly, negative energies swarmed over him like a mass of hungry vipers, snippets of past events flooding his consciousness. Anger coming from somewhere below him, where he suspected the secret holding cells were located, worry over a new scientific discovery, the exhaustion of the scientists trapped in endless competition with one another, and overlaying all of that like a blanket tossed over an unmade bed, a sense of terror from the last team that had gone through the portal. The moment they’d gathered in this room, Rae had told them that Nate had been sent over with Alyssa, Becka, and Matt, and Caden could feel his fear in particular seasoning the rest.

“Focus, Caden,” he whispered to himself, not caring who heard him over the speakers. It wasn’t the same kind of negative energy he had used at the cabin the other times he’d opened the rift, when he saw the witches dying one by one, being drowned in a spell that had gone completely out of control, or even the energy Aiden had used in Doctor Anderson’s house; there was nothing supernatural about it, but the negativity here would still work for his purposes.

He pictured the naked wall he had been staring at only moments ago, imagining all the energies as yarn to be woven across it. The wall was his loom, and soon it would be their doorway. He remembered the ritual like the words had been carved directly into his brain: Blood opens, and blood closes. A sacrifice given and taken. Bending down, he dipped his gloves into the blood, then stood and flicked it at the wall, feeling a strange sort of catch deep in his abdomen, as if he’d just tossed out a fishing line and gotten a bite.

A surge of weakness hit him, his arm throbbing where he’d cut it. Gritting his teeth, Caden held together the mental images. He imagined clenching the last strand of energy and anchoring it to the corner of the wall, outlining the rest of the doorway. It throbbed in time with his own heartbeat, and he knew it was complete.

He opened his eyes. Instead of pulsing fluorescents, a green-yellow glow illuminated the room as it spilled out from the doorway carved into the wall ahead. It masked the details of the Other Place, with only hints of a long, tentacled plant visible within. His head felt strange, the world beginning to swim around him. “I’m not sure how much longer I can hold this open…”

“Let’s go,” Aiden said gruffly. But he hesitated just outside the doorway, and it was Rae who stepped through first, vanishing into the mist. Vivienne hurried after her, and then Aiden, squaring his shoulders, leaped through as if he were plunging into freezing water.

Caden looked around the empty room one last time, and then he followed his brother and his friends into the hellish dimension. As the rift sealed behind him, he hoped they hadn’t just made the biggest mistake of their entire lives.




17. RAE

Rae knew she had a habit of jumping first and asking questions later. Caden had been on her about it ever since she’d met him and convinced him to break into her therapist’s house. But when she was scared—like right now—forcing herself to rush in was the only way to make sure she wouldn’t chicken out. With every instinct screaming at her to turn and run, she had no choice but to stride right through the rift as soon as it opened.

Her last thought was of Ava; if the Other Place didn’t kill her, her sister might when she got back. She was going to be so mad that Rae had once again leaped into a dangerous situation, and without telling her first. Then Rae was through the rift.

Immediately, the glow of the Other Place surrounded her, that eerie yellowish green that reminded her of an old bruise, all of it flickering just enough to give her an instant headache. Still, despite the dread filling her stomach, she had to admit she was secretly a little excited. Being in this place was like stepping foot on an alien planet. She would get to see things that almost no one else would. Was this how Neil Armstrong had felt when he’d said his famous line, “One small step for man, one giant leap for mankind”?

Rae had the sudden urge to jump up and down and test that gravity worked the same way in this new dimension. It just felt so… other. The sun hung lower to the ground here but gave off less light, like she were seeing its rays filtered through murky water. It made it hard to judge distances, the horizon a blur of shadows that all seemed to blend together. Only the objects immediately in front of her were in focus: a column of spiky rocks that twisted up into the sky like the body of some great serpent; small, jagged bushes covered in thorns as long as her hand; and several weird tentacled plants, their long arms waving languidly despite the complete lack of breeze, the air pressing hot and heavy even through her suit.

Rae turned. Vivienne stood close behind her, her face impossible to read behind the gleam of her helmet, and Doctor Nguyen’s warning flashed through Rae’s head. “Vivi?” Rae said.

“I can’t believe this is real,” Vivienne said, her voice distorted slightly by the speaker in Rae’s helmet but still undeniably hers.

Rae relaxed. Vivienne was still herself. At least for now. “It feels like we just stepped inside a dream,” Rae said.

“Or a nightmare,” Vivienne answered, studying the tentacles that drifted overhead as Aiden stumbled out of the rift next to them, followed by Caden, his face pale inside his helmet. The rift stretched out behind him in one jagged line that extended all the way up into the atmosphere like a literal tear in the fabric of reality. It was barely wider than he was, but through it she could see the walls of the Green On! lab illuminated by the crisp white of the neon lights. Then Caden took another step, and the rift sealed behind him like the closing of a zipper.

They were trapped here, just the four of them in a world that shouldn’t exist.

Rae hugged Patrick’s device tight against her body. It wasn’t big, about the size and shape of a basketball, and weighed a couple of pounds at most, but she had the sudden fear that it might slip from her arms and vanish into the ground, stranding them here forever.

Aiden reached up and removed his helmet.

“What are you doing?” Vivienne’s voice echoed through the speaker of Rae’s helmet.

Aiden looked back at her. What? he mouthed. I can’t hear you.

Rae hesitated, and then she reached up with her free hand and began undoing the straps on her helmet too. The lack of peripheral vision bothered her; it reminded her too much of what it had felt like to be deep underground, her vision narrowed to the thin beam of her headlamp. Claustrophobia clenched tight fingers around her, and she had to concentrate on keeping her breathing slow and steady, knowing the others could hear every breath she took through their own speakers.

“Rae-Rae?”

“That jerk there survived nine months in this place without a helmet,” Rae said. “I think we can go without them.”

“How will we be able to communicate with Patrick and the other scientists?” Vivienne asked.

“I’m not hearing much communication from them right now,” Rae pointed out. “I don’t think it actually transmits through.” It was kind of a relief; she didn’t like the idea of Patrick hearing everything they said and did. The only person she trusted less than him was Aiden. “And this way we have nothing blocking our vision, so we have a better chance of seeing any monsters before they sneak up on us.”

She undid the last strap and popped the helmet off. Immediately, the humidity washed over her face. It reminded her of the one time they took a family vacation to Florida in the middle of July. Her hair had been sweat-soaked within minutes of leaving the hotel, and everything around her felt damp and waterlogged. That humidity had been killer on her asthma, and after wheezing her way through the trip, her parents had agreed not to do that again.

She took a slow, careful breath now, feeling her lungs tightening. Another breath, deep and measured, her nostrils filling with the scent of food left out too long in the sun, all sour milk and rotting vegetables. She wrinkled her nose. Still, this was a step up from the suffocating helmet.

Aiden turned his charming smile on her. “See? Isn’t that better?”

She clenched her hands around her helmet and Patrick’s device, and gave him her best death glare.

“Careful, your face might freeze that way.”

“Don’t talk to me.” She turned her back on him, watching as Caden and then, reluctantly, Vivienne pulled off their helmets too.

“You know, I could hear you just fine with my helmet on when you were actually talking,” Vivienne told Aiden.

Aiden shrugged.

“Why aren’t there any creatures here?” Rae asked, suddenly noticing how empty it was. Aside from the weird plants, there was nothing living nearby. No movement except the gentle waving of the tentacles and the plumes of yellowish-green mist swirling across the otherwise barren landscape. She’d only seen Caden open a rift once before, but that time there had been all sorts of disturbing things lurking right by the edge, as if the magic of the spell had lured them there.

“If you must know, the reason they aren’t clustering around us right now is because of me,” Aiden said. “Remember, I struck a deal the last time I was here? In exchange for a little help, Prudence cast a spell that forces all the monsters to avoid me.” He glanced around at them. “Don’t all thank me at once or anything.”

“Thank you?” Rae stared at him, so furious she was shaking. “By ‘a little help,’ you mean kidnapping and almost killing my sister!”

“Technically, yes. But I didn’t permanently harm her. Caden brought her back safe and sound, right?” He grinned at Caden. Rae was glad to see Caden did not smile back. “At least, I assume she’s safe and sound. Maybe she came back wrong; sometimes they do.”

Rae thought of the haunted look on Ava’s face. Maybe she came back wrong. It was a terrible thing to say and even worse to think about.

“Is that tracking device working yet?” Aiden asked. “As charming as this place is, I’d much prefer to leave before we get noticed.”

“Noticed?” Rae said.

“Prudence is still here. And trust me when I say, we do not want to meet her.” He tried to say it casually, and it might have been convincing if his eyes hadn’t been flitting around, his jaw muscle twitching. Clearly he was terrified. If Rae had been a forgiving person, she might even have felt a little sorry for him. But she wasn’t. Not when she could still remember the way Ava had screamed as she woke up. Ava, who’d had nothing but restless nights and haunted days after what Aiden had done to her. Rae scowled and felt no pity for him at all.

But she didn’t have time to be furious with him. Not now, when they had a mission to accomplish. As the resident expert on the Other Place, Aiden was needed. Too bad they couldn’t trust him. She just had to hope that, inside his black withered heart, he might care enough about his brother to try to keep him alive. She already knew he couldn’t care less about her and Vivienne; they would have to watch out for themselves.

She studied the device Patrick had given them. It felt warm against her skin, even through her suit, a contrast to the chilly EpiPen nestled in her front pocket. The panel in the top glowed with the same faded yellowish green of old bruises as the Other Place, and Rae ran a hand over it, feeling the way it vibrated. She lifted her hand, and a pattern swirled to life, forming an arrow. “Left,” she said.

“For how far?” Aiden asked.

“I don’t know. It doesn’t say.” Rae started walking, glancing down at that glowing screen. The ground felt strangely spongy beneath her feet, like she were walking over a flooded carpet, and it made her feel as if she were trapped in one of those dreams where she was running but not moving forward. Her suit did a good job of regulating her body’s temperature, but with the helmet off and that weird sun hanging just above her, she began feeling light-headed with the heat.

Or maybe it was the combination of the terrible glow and the smell of spoiled food that was getting to her. Whatever it was, all the initial excitement of being in a new world had ebbed, and she just wanted to get her friends, plant Patrick’s device, and get out. And if she were ready to leave so soon after arriving, she could only imagine how Alyssa and the others felt.

What if they hadn’t survived? The fear flashed through her mind before she could stop it, and it was all too easy to imagine their bodies lying somewhere in this wasteland, nicely preserved inside their Green On! suits. But no, Rae refused to consider that. Aiden had survived months in this place. Surely they could survive a few days. Rae had to believe that missing did not always mean dead.

As she walked, she thought about how fear was such a solid thing. It expanded the more she focused on it, pushing out every other emotion until it felt like the only real thing in the world. Hope, on the other hand, was as fragile as spun sugar. Give it too much attention and it would melt away. Maybe that was the real reason she was so quick to jump into action. If she stayed in one place too long, her hope would disintegrate and there would be nothing to stop the fear lurking beneath it from swallowing her whole.

Rae wasn’t sure how long they trekked through that alien landscape. It was impossible to judge distances. Directions, too, were strangely confusing. She was constantly checking and rechecking the device in her arms to make sure they were headed the right way. Everything looked the same: tentacled plants, thorny bushes, strangely twisted rock formations. And always that awful, clinging mist.

And then, abruptly, the mist cleared a little, and a small wooden cottage stood in front of her.

Rae stopped walking and stared. It was a perfect replica of the Puritan houses she’d seen in history books.

“Whoa,” Vivienne whispered next to her. “Rae-Rae, are you seeing this?”

“I’m seeing it.”

“It almost makes me feel like we’re on some kind of fancy field trip,” Vivienne said.

Rae smiled. “You know, I could totally see our school sending kids here for something like that.”

“Don’t give them any ideas,” Caden muttered, but he too was staring around in wonder as more mist cleared and another wooden building came into view. And another.

“It’s almost like there’s a whole village here,” Rae said.

Aiden snorted. “There is a whole village here. Didn’t you know? This is where the missing colony went. Meadowbrook.”

Rae and Caden exchanged a look, and she knew they were both thinking of his mother’s Book of Shadows.

Deep in the heart of the village, some unseen thing gave a long, tremulous cry that skittered up Rae’s spine and filled her heart with an icy, pounding dread.

“Maybe we should keep moving,” Aiden suggested. “Preferably away from Meadowbrook. Personally, I might not have to worry about the monsters. But the rest of you?” He shrugged. “Let’s just say it’s probably not a good idea for us to stand still for very long.”

And even though Rae didn’t want to agree with Aiden on anything, she had to admit he was right. She hurried away from the village, the others following until the buildings and their inhabitants were swallowed by the swirling mist, vanishing once more into the sea of nothingness.




18. CADEN

The moment Caden had stepped through the rift, he could feel a heavy presence hovering around them. The weight of its awareness pressing against his personal shields reminded him uncomfortably of what it had been like to explore the tunnels of Whispering Pines, where literal tons of rocks and dirt had sat just above his head.

He wasn’t sure if it was Prudence or something else. Maybe the very air in this place was aware. He wouldn’t be surprised; there was something about those swirling, shifting clouds of yellow-green that seemed almost alive.

As they ventured deeper into the heart of the Other Place, the pressure increased, and he began to feel like they were flies ignorantly balancing on the strings of some great web. It was almost a relief when they reached the village because he assumed something would happen. But then nothing did. They skirted around it, the Other Place silent and watchful. Caden wanted to scream to break the tension, and for the first time he understood Rae’s impulsivity.

He glanced at Aiden walking just ahead, his shoulders hunched, fingers twitching. His brother had only ever cared about becoming stronger, always pushing himself to try new spells, to increase his magical knowledge. It was what had gotten him in trouble in the first place, his desire to tear into the fabric of the Other Place to get at the energy trapped inside. Had he learned his lesson after this whole experience? Or would he go right back to pushing those boundaries if his powers returned once Prudence was gone? Assuming, of course, that Patrick really could help them defeat her.

“Uh, guys?” Vivienne called, breaking into his thoughts. “Not to sound paranoid or anything, but I think this plant might be following us.”

Aiden whirled around. “Which plant?”

Vivienne pointed to a plant that looked like all the others in the row with it. “I saw it when we first got here. It’s a little different from the others; the tentacles are thicker. And there are faint spots on them. See?” One of its tentacles quested out, the tip gently tracing the air just in front of her face.

Aiden lunged, shoving her just as the tentacle snapped forward, plunging into the ground where she’d been standing.

“What the…?” Vivienne gaped.

“Run,” Aiden said, his eyes wide. “Now!” He backed up.

“But where—” Vivienne began, just before the plant shot the rest of its tentacles at her. Vivienne shrieked as she ducked one tentacle, leaped over another, spun away from a third, and then backed up farther. “I think Aiden has the right idea. Let’s go.” She took off, shooting a quick glance back. “Come on!” Rae jogged after her, and Caden forced himself to do the same.

His legs felt heavy, like his shoes were made of lead, every step slow and plodding. He wasn’t the fastest runner at the best of times, but the ground here made it even harder. The way it shifted underneath him made it feel like he was trying to run up a hill of sand.

He gasped and panted as he caught up with the others. None of them seemed to be struggling. Even Rae, who was lugging that Green On! metal contraption, seemed to have no trouble keeping pace.

“What’s wrong with that plant?” Vivienne asked. “How is it able to follow us?”

“It’s not a real plant,” Aiden gasped. He’d always been more athletic than Caden, but even he couldn’t sustain this kind of speed for long. “Most of its actual body is hidden belowground, but it disguises its top part as one of the native plants in order to catch unsuspecting prey.”

“Is one plant creature really that dangerous to four of us?” Rae asked.

“It has dozens of super strong tentacles with mouths on each one… Do you really want to try going up against it?”

“I did defeat an Unseeing.”

Caden noticed she left out the part where he’d opened the rift to trap said Unseeing or how she’d almost lost her eyes to it first.

Aiden laughed, the harsh sound swallowed by the mist. “Those plant creatures eat Unseeing for breakfast. What do you think their prey is in this world? Cute little bunnies?” He glanced back. “I think we lost it. Its tentacles can move really fast once it senses its next meal, but it still takes time for it to wrench its body from the soil.”

They all slowed to a walk, and Caden wanted to sob in relief. “How do… you guys manage… to run and talk like that?”

“Practice.” Vivienne grinned, punching him lightly on the arm.

They walked in silence for a few minutes before Rae slowed further, frowning down at the device in her hand.

“What is it?” Vivienne asked.

“It says we should be right on top of Patrick’s energy reader, but I don’t see anything.”

Caden searched the horizon, but the mist was thicker here, whole patches of greenish yellow hanging around like smoke. It made it harder to see in any direction.

“Is that it?” Vivienne pointed at a row of more weird tentacled plants, their arms twisting together. Caden squinted, and now he saw something nestled at their base. Something roughly the size and shape of the device Rae carried.

Vivienne moved closer, eyeing the plants carefully before darting in and picking it up, then carrying it over to them. Bite marks marred the metal, and the top panel was dented and scratched, but it was definitely the energy reader Patrick had described to them.

“Think it still works?” Caden studied those serrated rows of dents in its side. He had no desire to meet whatever had been chewing on it.

Vivienne shrugged. “No idea.”

“I guess that means our work here is done,” Aiden said. “Let’s plant the other device and get out of here, yeah?” He plucked Patrick’s instrument from Rae’s arms.

“Hey!” she snapped, attempting to snatch it back. Aiden held it just out of reach, smirking. “We can’t leave yet,” she said, giving up. “We need to find the others. Or have you already forgotten?”

“Bad news on that front.” Aiden nudged a small, rounded rock with one booted foot. Only, it wasn’t a rock.

It was a helmet.

Caden stared at its smooth surface, the cracked plastic visor, the mottled color as if it had been buried in the desert for years. It looked too small to belong to an adult.

He looked down at the helmet held loosely in his own hand and knew they were the same size.

A shrill sound like a teakettle boiling split the silence, and Caden whirled. But there was nothing there, no monsters attacking.

“What have you done?” Rae yelled.

Caden turned back. Aiden was holding Patrick’s device in both hands, his expression grim as the metal object shook and spat and shrieked, lights inside flashing in some mysterious pattern. It felt like it was screaming at anything within a ten-mile radius, shouting, “Here we are!”

Caden could feel a surging, shifting presence noticing their small group. It surrounded them, slowly closing in like a clenching hand.

Rae lunged for the device, but Aiden held it just above her head. “Turn it off!” she snapped. “Now! We can’t leave yet! Not without our friends.”

“Face it, your little friends are already dead,” Aiden said. “And I, for one, am not planning on sticking around long enough to join them. Follow me home if you want or stay here and die with the others. I don’t care which.”

The noise cut out abruptly, leaving behind silence broken only by the echo of its last shriek. All the lights winked out, and the device was once again as dark and lifeless as a rock. Aiden’s eyes widened, and he looked from it to the rest of them.

“Did you turn it off?” Vivienne asked, surprised.

“Of course not,” Rae said, disgusted. “It just stopped working.” She shot Aiden a dirty look. “Looks like you’re trapped here with the rest of us.”

“No, no, no, no,” Aiden muttered, tapping the device, then flipping it over and over in his hands.

“Should have known better than to trust Patrick,” Rae said. And even though Caden knew she was afraid that they were all trapped there, he could also sense a sort of smug satisfaction that at least Aiden would suffer too.

“We didn’t have much of a choice,” Vivienne said. “And anyhow, he wants us to come back, doesn’t he?”

“He doesn’t care about us,” Aiden snapped, dropping the useless device onto the ground and shaking his head. “He cares about this.” He scooped the battered energy reader out of Vivienne’s hands and held it up, squinting at it.

Rae snatched it from him. “You are no longer trusted with any of the equipment.”

“That hardly matters,” Aiden said. “Not if we’re trapped here.”

Rae glanced at Caden. “Can you open the rift?”

Aiden laughed, but there was nothing at all humorous on his face. “Don’t you think if it were possible to open a rift from this side, I would have done that when I was trapped here for months? No, this was a one-way trip. We’re all stuck here. We’ll be stuck here forever.”

“Forever?” Vivienne’s eyes widened.

“Don’t worry, little bird. Forever for you and your friends won’t be that long.” He bared his teeth in an ugly smile. “Can’t you feel them coming closer? They’re coming for you.”

“Aiden, that’s not helpful.” Caden could feel Vivienne’s terror mingling with Rae’s. And with his own.

“I’m not trying to be helpful. I’m trying to be honest. And the truth is that we’re all dea—”

A tentacle burst up right in front of them. The ground cracked and crumbled, and Caden fell as more tentacles erupted all around him, each one covered in hundreds of tiny mouths stuffed with thousands of razor-sharp teeth.




19. RAE

Chaos, chaos everywhere, tentacles erupting from all sides. Rae screamed as one of them wrapped around her thigh, another snaking across her waist, their hundreds of mouths pressing sharp teeth against the Green On! suit protecting her. She swung the battered energy reader like a weapon, slamming it into anything that moved until the monster released her.

Rae staggered back, searching desperately for her friends. At first she couldn’t see Caden at all, and then she realized he was on the ground, dozens of tentacles thrashing around him. Vivienne stood protectively in front of him, slashing at the creature with her knife, buying him time to scramble to his feet.

“Run!” Aiden screamed from somewhere behind them. “It’s coming out!”

Coming out? And then Rae saw it: movement from the jagged hole in the ground. Something so massive, it was peeling through the layers of dirt like she’d peel an orange.

Rae caught a glimpse of way too many beady eyes and the flash of a talon longer than her arm. She tore her gaze away, meeting Vivienne’s anxious stare. “Go!” Rae yelled. “I’m right behind you!”

Vivienne hauled Caden up and dragged him away from the beast, the two of them sprinting for safety. Rae started after them.

The monster lurched upward in an explosion of dirt and rocks and slammed a three-taloned hand down in front of Rae, its body looming over her, casting her in shadow.

Rae froze, looking up, and up, and up into that elongated face, the energy reader in her hand forgotten as she took it all in. Tentacles sprouted from the top of its head like hair. Just below them, hundreds of eyes glared out at her, all ordered in rows like a spider’s, each reflecting her image back at her in miniature. Rae stared into them and knew they would be the last thing she would ever see.

“Rae-Rae!”

Just past the monster, Vivienne was sprinting back toward her, hand raised, knife flashing. But she’d never reach them in time.

The monster lunged, and Rae flinched, tensing for impact. Instead, an arm snaked around her waist and yanked her backward and into nothingness, the world spinning around in a blur of color that seemed to stretch forever as she fell.




20. CADEN

Caden locked eyes with his brother. Behind him, the world had torn open in one narrow, jagged slice. Patrick’s device must have worked after all.

For a second Caden saw his brother the way he’d been back in Doctor Anderson’s house the day he’d opened the first rift into the Other Place. Aiden had been laughing then, triumphant, his arms up. Until the first tentacle had struck, drawn by his blood, followed by more terrible shapes all surging around him, and his expression had changed to confusion and then terror.

And then Caden had shoved his brother inside the rift, sealing it behind him.

Blood opens, and blood closes. A sacrifice given and taken.

Caden knew what was going to happen. He knew it and was powerless to stop it. His gaze flicked from Aiden to Rae, frozen in the shadow of the giant monstrosity that loomed between them.

I’m sorry, Aiden mouthed at him. Then he wrapped an arm around Rae’s waist and pulled her backward into the rift.

Caden felt the strange tug of power deep in his navel, and then the release, and the rift was gone.

The monster that had separated them leaped after Rae and Aiden, the earth trembling as it hit the ground. It stopped, confused about the lack of prey.

“Come on.” Caden tugged on Vivienne’s arm. “We have to hide.” They were on their own here, with no other way out. But at least Rae was safe. And his brother… Aiden had saved her, so Caden couldn’t be angry. He didn’t even feel betrayed. He just felt… numb. Everything had happened so fast that Caden felt like his mind was still scrambling to catch up, but he didn’t have time to waste mulling it over. That monster would turn any minute, and at this close range, there was no way he and Vivienne would be able to escape it once it noticed them.

Vivienne silently followed Caden away, her eyes wide, mouth a thin line. He could feel the same sense of shock wafting from her. The same confusing mix of emotions: relief that Rae was safe, anger that Aiden had abandoned them. But mostly fear.

They were trapped with no way out in an alien place full of monsters.

Caden pointed at a nearby jagged column of twisting rocks. At its base were several more of those thornbushes. Just behind them a small grove of tentacled plants clustered, arms waving like thick clumps of seaweed. It would have to do.

He and Vivienne ducked behind the rocks, both doing their best to avoid touching the thorns in front of them.

The ground trembled. Caden crouched lower, barely breathing, waiting for that monster to find him. Would it eat him whole? Aiden had said the things in here had kept him alive, feeding on him slowly. It was terrible to imagine. Maybe being swallowed quickly in one piece was the best fate Caden could hope for.

A minute passed, then another. The ground stilled, the mist clumping and swirling around them. After another minute, Caden tentatively peered out through the rocks.

The hole in the ground was gone, with nothing but a web of faint cracks spiraling out from a suspiciously solo tentacled plant showing where it had once been.

Caden sagged back, carefully avoiding the jagged thorns. They seemed like they were getting longer and sharper, the point of each gleaming a disturbingly deep red.

“It’s back underground?” Vivienne whispered.

Caden nodded.

“So… we’re safe?”

“For the moment.”

Vivienne winced. “Did you have to say it like that?”

“Sorry,” Caden said. “I just didn’t want to give you a false sense of hope.”

“No chance of that,” Vivienne muttered. She hesitated, then asked in a small voice, “Do you think Patrick will send someone in after us?”

Caden shook his head. “He wanted that energy reader. And now he’s got it. You and me? We don’t matter enough to him.”

“But surely your brother—”

Caden laughed softly. “He was stuck here for nine months after I pushed him into this place, remember? There’s no way he’s going to launch a rescue for me. Even if he could.”

“What do you mean, if he could?”

“He no longer has access to his… more specialized abilities.” Caden hadn’t really talked about the Price family magic with anyone before and wasn’t sure how much to say now.

“So we’re stuck here.”

“We’re stuck here,” Caden confirmed.

“You know, I wouldn’t actually mind a tiny bit of false hope.”

“Well, supposedly Patrick was going to destroy the Other Place, so maybe that will free us.”

“Do you think so?”

“It’s possible. Or, more likely, it will destroy us, too.”

Vivienne sighed. “So close.”

“If it’s any consolation, I doubt he’ll be successful. At least, not before we’re eaten by the locals.”

“Okay, you can stop now.”

Despite her words, Caden could sense in Vivienne a strange sort of optimism. She didn’t really believe Patrick would leave them here. A part of her still thought there would be some kind of rescue in their future. But maybe a bit of false hope wasn’t such a bad thing after all, so instead of trying to squash it, he sat there quietly, the two of them looking out across the mist-choked landscape.

“Alyssa and the others weren’t next to the energy reader like we thought they’d be,” Vivienne said at last. “You don’t think they’re…” She stopped, her unspoken words hanging there between them.

Caden shook his head. “If they were dead, their bodies would have been left with their helmets.” Unless they’d been eaten, in which case their bodies would be gone. But he kept that possibility to himself.

He’d wrapped himself pretty tightly in his personal shields, picturing a wall of white light around him thick enough to block out the energy of the Other Place, but he could still feel it pressing into him, probing, searching for weak spots. He’d been afraid to open himself up, but now he knew what he had to do. He should have just done it from the start instead of relying on Patrick’s technology.

Closing his eyes, he slowly, carefully lowered his shields. He pictured himself as an onion, gently peeling back the outer layers, leaving everything beneath open and vulnerable.

The energy of the Other Place immediately rushed forward, filling his mind with half-heard whispers. He tuned them out, ignoring everything but the well of power that dwelled within him. Dipping into that inner strength, he cast his awareness outward. He brushed against the presence of the nearby creatures of the Other Place, but gently, as if he were setting a block on top of a wobbling tower. He knew if he applied too much pressure he’d be sucked into their emotions, and he couldn’t afford that kind of distraction.

Caden frowned, concentrating harder. He’d never used his powers this way, and it made his head ache, as if he were overstretching a muscle deep inside his brain. But he could feel something strange now: a hole in the web of presence. A place the monsters seemed to be avoiding, flowing around it like water around a boulder.

It was in the direct center of the village.

And in that hole… there was something. Something that didn’t belong to this place. It felt… human. Could it be Alyssa and the others?

The strain in his mind increased, and he knew he needed to pull back. He didn’t have the strength to look closer.

Unless you pull from the energy surrounding you…

The whispers at the edge of his hearing sharpened, becoming clearer, impossible to ignore.

You can feel it, can’t you? The power of this place. It could belong to you. Reach out, take it, and you can become everything your brother wishes he could be.

Those words reached into the darkest corners of Caden’s heart and unlocked a flood of jealousy and bitterness, reminding him of every time his brother was chosen above him. Aiden—popular, charismatic, everyone’s favorite. Friendships came easily to him, and so did school and athletics. Even their parents, despite his mom’s protests, had always focused more on Aiden. The golden boy. The clear predecessor to the Price family business. The special one.

Caden, meanwhile, had floundered through his childhood. Thanks to his sensitivity, he’d been bombarded by the emotions of others and then branded a weirdo and pushed to the outside. He’d spent most of his life there, in the dark and the cold, watching the light shine on Aiden.

It should have been you. All this time, you were the one who deserved the attention. You were the truly special one.

Caden could feel the pull of those words, the way they clung to him, as sweet and sticky as maple syrup. And beyond them, the energy that crackled just within reach. All he had to do was touch it, pull it to him, and—

“Caden?” Vivienne whispered.

He gasped, coming back to himself. The voice in his head was gone, the desires it had stirred fading once more into the background, leaving behind only a lingering sense of temptation.

And fear. Because Caden had been seconds from giving in. To what, he did not know. Had those whispers belonged to Prudence, or to the Other Place itself?

He shivered and made himself focus on Vivienne, her concerned face inches from his. “I might know where the other interns are,” he said.

“Really?” Vivienne’s relief was so strong, it was like standing under a waterfall. “We might not be much of a rescue team, but at least we could all be trapped here together.”

Before he could answer, movement caught his eye. He put a finger to his lips and peered through the rocks, Vivienne crowding in next to him. She gasped.

Three creatures oozed across the ground toward them like smoke made flesh, their tails dripping behind them, eyes glowing with the same yellowish green as the mist that beaded against their inky-black skin. Their mouths hung open around rows of jagged teeth, and even from here Caden could feel the sharpness of their hunger, their desire to sink those teeth into something fresh and warm.

And beyond them, Caden felt the movement of other creatures, things that slithered and crawled and lurched. All of them shifting their focus, suddenly aware that their next meal had arrived. He must have alerted them somehow with his magic. There would be no hiding now.

Open season had just begun.

Quietly, Caden backed up, still in a crouch, Vivienne right behind him. They scurried down the rocks and away from the Devourers. “The village,” Caden whispered.

“What? Are you sure—”

A shape lurched out of the mist behind them, and instinctively he and Vivienne began to run. More shapes moved, tentacles darting out of the shadows to snatch at their hair, their clothes. Something to the left screamed, high and keening.

Caden ran faster. He had no idea what he and Vivienne would find in that empty space in the village, but he had to hope there would be some kind of safety waiting for them.

If they made it there.




21. RAE

Rae fell through a web of colors that bled together, the air thickening around her like a vat of congealing fat. She had just enough time to be grossed out by that image before she was through it, her fall abruptly ending on something soft.

She blinked dazedly up, watching the swirl of yellowish green oozing through a crack in the reality above her. And then that crack sealed, and the glow was gone.

“Yeah, you can get off me anytime now.”

With a shock of horror, she realized she was lying on top of Aiden. She scrambled off him, dropping the energy reader and staggering to the side, putting a few feet of distance between them.

Aiden made a show of standing and stretching, the outline of his body just barely visible in the dim lighting trickling from somewhere above them.

Rae put a hand against the wall next to her, trying to slow the pounding of her heart. Her lungs were too tight, the sound of her breathing loud and painful. She felt like she were still seconds from dying, her whole body coursing with adrenaline even though she knew they were not in the Other Place anymore. And, somehow, inexplicably, it was thanks to Aiden. He’d pulled her through the rift.

And then it had closed.

Rae gasped as the full impact of that action hit her. Caden and Vivienne! “We have to go back!” She spun around, looking for an exit, but there was nothing. Now she could see that they were in a box of a room, the walls made of hard glass, no doors anywhere.

“We have to do no such thing.” Aiden picked up the energy reader from where it lay, sad and dented, on the floor. “Even if I could open that portal again, I wouldn’t. Not and risk swarming our world with the creatures of the Other Place.”

“But Caden—”

“Would understand. After all, he did the same thing to me.”

A surge of fury rose up inside her. “So, what? This is some elaborate way for you to get revenge?”

“No, I really am protecting this world from the forces of evil. And I honestly can’t open the rift again anyhow.”

“Like I trust anything you say.”

He shrugged. “Suit yourself. Besides, Caden and Vivienne will be… well. They’ll probably survive. For a while.”

Rae didn’t want to think about that “for a while,” but she couldn’t stop herself from wondering how long they could last out there. Aiden had survived for nine whole months, but in exchange he’d had to make a deal with a cosmic evil, trading away his very soul.

Rae blinked rapidly, her vision blurring. She couldn’t afford to cry right now. Crying would mean she’d given up. Caden and Vivienne were two of the strongest, most capable people she knew. They would be okay. And she was not going to abandon them. She’d get them out. Somehow.

She paced the room, running her hand along each of the walls. There had to be some kind of door, but all four walls were solid and unmoving. She could almost make out her reflection in their mirrored surfaces, but not quite, the image blurry, as though she were in some kind of carnival fun house.

“You’re wasting your time,” Aiden said. “There’s no way out of this room unless someone lets us out.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I recognize this place.”

Rae stopped her pacing long enough to glance at him, his mouth a wry twist in the pale oval of his face. “You’ve been in here before?”

He nodded. “When Green On! pulled me out of the rift, this was where they stuck me. This, or another room identical to it. It’s one of their special underground labs. These walls?” He knocked on the one behind him. “They’re impossible to see through from our end, but out there anyone could be watching.” His shoulders hunched, and he spared one quick glance at the small bed in the corner, the washbasin next to it, the two hard-backed chairs.

Rae’s skin crawled at the idea of some unseen watcher studying all her movements as though she were an interesting lab rat.

The photograph she’d found in her dad’s things flashed through her mind: the alien, locked inside a cell, tagged and observed. And for the first time, she wondered what had happened to it. Was it still locked up? She’d been so focused on her dad’s disappearance that she hadn’t stopped to think about the alien’s fate.

“Relax, they’ll come get us soon enough. Patrick wants this back, remember?” Aiden held up the energy reader, then made a show of sitting in one of the chairs and settling it on his lap. “In the meantime, you might as well get comfortable.”

Rae scowled at him. “I’m not about to lounge around here while my friends are trapped out there.” She jabbed a finger at the place where the rift had been. “Maybe you don’t care about Caden, but I do.”

“Nice speech. But how is marching around this little glass box supposed to help my brother?”

Rae ignored him and continued pacing around the room, occasionally pounding on the glass and shouting. Aiden gave her a disgusted look, but she kept going even though she was exhausted, and her lungs felt like they were wrapped in rubber bands, and she knew this wasn’t helping anyone. But she could feel the same panicky, claustrophobic feeling she’d previously experienced when crammed into a tight underground tunnel creeping up on her now, and she knew she had to keep moving or it would overwhelm her.

She was trapped. Defenseless. Useless. She didn’t know what to do next, her brain going around in circles as if stuck in its own glass box. Finally, she stopped pacing and reached into her front pocket. Her fingers slid over the special EpiPen Doctor Nguyen had given her before finding her inhaler. She didn’t like to use her inhaler in front of people like Aiden—people she didn’t trust—but the sound of her high-pitched wheezing was growing impossible to ignore. And she was so tired. She needed oxygen, needed to be able to think and act and breathe.

Quickly, she used her inhaler, keeping her back to Aiden as she counted out the time in her head between puffs. She breathed in a second dose, then slipped the inhaler back into her suit, zipping it safely out of sight. The shaky feeling of the medicine coursed through her. It loosened her lungs, but it also made her feel a little ill, like all the adrenaline of the last few moments had been amplified in her body. But at least her mind seemed to be working again.

She was stuck here until someone let her out. She might not like it, but it was a fact, and one she could do nothing about. So, instead, she turned her mind to the next problem: How would she rescue Caden and Vivienne after she was released from this lab? Caden had been the one to open the rift in the first place. Without him, how would she even get into the Other Place?

She turned back to Aiden. “You said you can’t open the rift.”

“I did.”

“What about your mom? Could she?”

“Maybe, but she won’t.”

“Why wouldn’t she?”

“Well, she didn’t open it to save me. So I doubt she’d risk it for Caden.”

“Don’t you have a high opinion of yourself?” Rae said.

“I’m just being honest. Besides, my mom knows her duty. She won’t risk unraveling the barrier further.”

Rae thought of how it must feel to know his mom could have pulled him from the Other Place but had chosen not to. Her own mom might ignore her half the time, and she was obviously keeping secrets from her now, but Rae felt confident that her mom wouldn’t have left her to rot in some hellish place if there were any way to save her.

She became aware that Aiden was studying her as though she were an interesting specimen he had just collected for a science experiment. “Stop looking at me like that,” she said.

“Like what?”

“Like you’re wondering what color my blood is.”

“Oh, I know you bleed red, just like everybody else.” He flashed a smile. “Now who’s got a high opinion of themselves?”

Rae refused to take the bait. “Do you think Patrick really will destroy the Other Place?”

“I believe he has the best chance of anyone.”

“What would happen to everyone still inside if he succeeded?”

“I don’t really know,” Aiden admitted. “Maybe they’d be able to step through and return to our dimension, like walking from one room of a house to another.”

“Really?” Rae felt a brief surge of hope.

“It’s possible. But it’s also possible they’d just remain trapped in there as everything collapsed around them.”

Rae didn’t want to picture what that would look like. “Maybe Green On! can open another rift first, give us a chance to pull them out.”

“I doubt it.”

“It’s worth a try, though, isn’t it?” She might not trust Green On! but, at this point, they were the only chance her friends had.

“You go ahead and ask. The moment someone shows up to spring us, I’m gone from this place. I’ve done everything I said I would, and I’m not sticking around any longer than I have to. They can find themselves another lab rat.”

“So, what…?” Rae’s intense anger and dislike congealed together, coating her stomach in a thick sludge. “You’re just going to hide away until this whole affair blows over?”

“Pretty much.”

Rae shook her head. “Your brother kept looking for you.”

“My brother gave me up for dead.”

Caden had thought Aiden was dead at first. But that was hardly his fault. And besides, he’d felt terrible about his part in all of it. Did Aiden even care that he’d abandoned his own brother?

Rae gritted her teeth, her anger making it hard for her to see. Aiden didn’t care about anyone but himself. Obviously. Except… he had saved her life.

Rae thrust that thought away. He’d kidnapped her sister and left his brother in the Other Place. There was nothing good at all about Aiden Price. Still, she couldn’t forget the way he’d pulled her through the rift with him when it would have been easier for him to just leave her behind. It made her feelings about him more complicated, because now her hatred was tangled up in gratitude. It was all very confusing.

It was too bad that Doctor Anderson was missing; after all this was over, she probably really would benefit from some therapy. And at least he would understand some of the stuff she’d seen. But his location was yet another mystery in a world that suddenly had too many questions and not enough answers. She’d leave that one, at least, for another day.

“Why did you save me?” The question was out before she could stop it.

Aiden shot her a sideways glance. “Why wouldn’t I save you? I’m not a monster.”

Rae snorted.

“What? I’m not. Have I made mistakes? Maybe a few. Did I hurt people? Mostly just the ones who deserved it—”

“My sister did not deserve it.”

Aiden hesitated, and then he shook his head. “No,” he said quietly. “She didn’t.” They both lapsed into silence, Aiden sitting there on his chair, Rae pacing the room again for the hundredth time. “Maybe that’s why,” he said abruptly.

“What?” She stopped pacing to look at him.

“Why I saved you. I think… maybe I felt a little bad about your sister?” He shrugged. “Weird, huh?”

Rae scowled. “You should feel bad. She can’t sleep at night anymore. She just wanders, and in the daylight she has such haunted eyes, and—” Rae stopped. Aiden was staring at something just above her head. “What?”

Aiden stood slowly, his eyes narrowing. “There’s a camera up there.”

“And that surprises you why?” Rae asked, turning to peer up. She assumed there were cameras all over the place in here.

“Well, the light on it just turned off.” He met her eyes. “Apparently someone doesn’t want anyone recording what happens in here.”

“Someone?” Rae asked. “Who?”

“Probably whoever is standing out there right now.”

Rae spun around. The wall behind her shimmered and then opened.




22. CADEN

Caden tried breathing as shallowly as possible, the smell of moldy hay and livestock tickling his nose as he crouched low in one of the old animal pens next to Vivienne. He had no idea how the scent from so long ago remained or how the hay wasn’t dust by now. Maybe time had no real meaning in this place.

But it had meaning for him and Vivienne.

How long could they stay here before they totally lost it? Could they die of hunger or thirst here? Or would they survive forever, trapped in this place as the days, then weeks, then months slipped by without them?

Panic began uncurling inside his belly, the edges of it scraping at his insides. He did his best to keep it rolled up, but he knew his control would slip eventually. At least they weren’t being eaten by anything. Yet.

Vivienne shifted next to him. They’d barely spoken since they’d begun their journey toward the village, too busy sprinting from one hiding place to another, slowly winding their way closer to the center. But now that they had a brief respite, it felt like he should say something. Anything to cover the fear building inside him.

“Are you okay?” he asked, even though it was a ridiculous question.

“This isn’t my best day,” Vivienne admitted, her voice small.

“Mine neither. Probably not even in my top ten, to be honest.”

There was a pause. Then, “Probably?” she asked.

“Well, it is nice to hang out with a friend, right? I mean, that counts for something.”

“You need a better social life.” She laughed softly, sounding a bit more normal.

“Tell me about it.” He realized he was grinning too. At least he wasn’t alone here. That did count for something.

Claws clicked against the wooden beams overhead, and he fell silent immediately, hunkering lower. Vivienne’s fear rose, slamming into him with the force of a firehose. He gritted his teeth and fought down the instinct to pull his shields up. He had to remain open to survive, even if that meant he was vulnerable to the emotions of others.

And even if it meant he could feel the pull of the energy around him, the constant crooning temptation of all that power.

The clicking stopped, and Caden tensed, Vivienne’s hand tightening around the handle of her long knife, even though they both knew that blood would just draw more monsters to them.

Something dropped from the ceiling and landed in a crouch nearby, its limbs long and spidery. Caden stared into that distorted face with the long, cruel mouth, the skin stretched tight and smooth over the space where eyes should have been. One of the Unseeing. It straightened, scanning the area with some supernatural sense, and Caden knew the sagging bundles of hay between them wouldn’t be enough camouflage.

Carefully, Caden reached out to it with his inner abilities, almost like he were gently tossing a net, wrapping emotions—fear, indecision, the desire to look elsewhere—around the creature. It resisted this foreign impulse for a tense moment, swiveling its head back and forth in quick, jerky motions. Caden pressed harder. Instead of a desire, he emphasized a need to go somewhere else, attaching strings of terror to this feeling. If you stay here, you will die, he told it. You must go.

It twisted one last time, looking right at the bushel of hay in front of Caden. And then it staggered away, lurching slightly as if it had been drugged and vanishing out the open door of the pen.

Vivienne sagged against the wall. “I thought we were done for,” she breathed, her eyes closing in relief. “How did you get it to leave?”

“Me? I didn’t do anything,” Caden said quickly. No one outside his family knew about his abilities. Not even Rae. After seeing her expression on Friday when he did the summoning spell, he wasn’t in a hurry to change that.

Vivienne opened her eyes and looked at him, and he didn’t need any special powers to notice her skepticism. “Really? Because that’s the third monster that’s found us. Or rather, that should have found us but turned away instead.”

Technically, it was the fourth, but Caden didn’t correct her. He just kept his expression innocent. “We must be super lucky.”

Vivienne snorted. “Right. That’s why we’re trapped in hell.”

“This isn’t hell.”

“If you say so. Sure looks like it to me.”

Caden looked out through the doorway of the animal pen. Plumes of greenish yellow drifted in thick clouds that hung over the eerily silent town. It was a silence broken only by the shrieks of the monsters that lurked within it. Maybe Vivienne had a point.

“I know you’re doing something,” Vivienne said, clearly unwilling to just let it go. “So spill.”

He shook his head.

“I told you my secret.” It was true; she’d confided in him about her curse, how it was changing her into something dark and terrifying and hungry. How she was afraid it was getting worse and that one day it would take her over completely. Beneath her words now, he felt the hurt, and without his usual shielding to cushion him, it was like getting scraped across a cheese grater.

“You’re much braver than I am,” he said. Maybe if he’d had the friends Vivienne did, he’d have been brave enough to share this side of himself too. But… he did have those friends now. Or at least he had Vivienne and Rae. He looked into Vivienne’s open, waiting face and sighed. He should just be honest for once. There was a good chance they would die out here anyhow. “I can read people’s emotions.” Immediately he wished he could take the words back as his mind filled with memories of the kids in elementary school taunting him. Of how it had felt the moment he’d realized he was different from everyone else.

But Vivienne just said, “Huh,” as if he’d shared something interesting and not super weird. “Like, how so?”

He relaxed a little, as much as he could while hiding inside an animal pen in a village that should no longer exist. “Like, I can feel them and know if a person is angry or afraid or happy. And sometimes I can see them, too, like a swirl of colors.”

“That must be useful.”

“Sometimes. Other times it’s pretty awful.”

“I can see that. So, when we were little, and Alyssa called you a mind-reading freak…”

“She was partly right,” Caden said. “I can’t read minds, but you can learn a lot about what a person is thinking by how they’re feeling. Back then, I didn’t realize that I was the only one who could do that. But Alyssa made that pretty clear.”

“She did,” Vivienne said. Then she added, “Sorry I didn’t stick up for you.”

Caden shrugged. “It’s fine. No one did.”

“I know. That’s why I’m sorry.”

Caden wasn’t sure what to say to that. He didn’t hold it against Vivienne. Or the other kids, really. People were scared of the things they didn’t understand. And fear brought out the worst in everyone. “Apology accepted,” he said at last. He hesitated before speaking his next words, but he’d decided to be honest with his friends. What was the point of that if he were only half-honest? “I… can also manipulate emotions.”

This time Vivienne was quiet, and it was impossible not to read all sorts of things into her silence. Caden gulped, and then his words rushed as he tried to explain. “I just learned I can do it. And I haven’t used it against people. I mean, a little, but I—”

“Relax, Ghoul Boy,” Vivienne said. “I’m not freaked out.”

“You’re not?”

“The other day, I spent ten minutes in homeroom imagining what it would be like to bite Rae’s neck. So, yeah. Pretty hard to scare me here. I’m much more terrified of myself. Anyhow, is that how you sent the monsters away from us?”

Caden blinked. He felt like he’d been caught off guard, his whole body tensed, bracing for an impact that never happened. Vivienne didn’t seem to care that he was different. Then again, like she’d said, so was she. “Yes,” he said.

“Neat.”

“I thought so.”

They both fell silent again. Caden pictured Vivienne sitting there, staring at Rae’s neck. He wasn’t hungry yet; his stomach was too twisted up with panic to have any desire for food. But he assumed he would be later. And so would Vivienne.

He glanced sidelong at her, hating himself a little for it.

Vivienne caught him looking. “I’m not going to attack you.”

“I, um, didn’t think you—”

“Oh, stop. I just told you I was salivating over Rae’s neck. I don’t blame you for looking at me like that. The last thing you need in here is another monster, right?” She laughed, but it was a dry, humorless sound.

Caden winced. “You’re definitely not a monster.” He might be one, but he knew she wasn’t.

“Debatable.” Vivienne shifted, a cloud of hay rising up, then settling around them. “But at least here, in this place, I’m not.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I don’t think I’m cursed here. When I stepped through the rift, it was like the curse went to sleep. Is that possible?”

It was an odd way of thinking about a curse. Like it was something alive inside her. But maybe that wasn’t so inaccurate; he could still recall the way it had felt to look into her eyes and feel like something else was staring back at him. Something hungry and inhuman.

“I don’t know,” Caden said at last. “Everything about your curse is weird.”

“Well, that’s real nice,” Vivienne huffed.

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

It was weird, though. She’d told him she’d been exploring in the tunnels below Whispering Pines with her mother when she’d touched some strange column, and all of a sudden she’d started changing. His mom thought she’d gotten a transference curse. They were rare, but there was a lot of old magic floating around in the hidden pockets of Whispering Pines. She’d given Vivienne an equally rare sealing stone to keep close by at all times—it wouldn’t cure her, but it would lock away powerful magic. It should have halted the progression of the curse.

But it hadn’t.

Vivienne said it did help; it was why she kept it on her, hidden inside her ever-present backpack out in their world. But her curse still continued to progress, and each day she lost another sliver of herself.

So why would it fade away here?

Caden had no idea. If—when—they got home, he’d have to ask his mom about it. But for now they had stayed in one place for too long. “Ready to move again?”

“Sure.” Vivienne stood, the edge of her unsheathed knife gleaming. “How far are we from the town square?”

“Close,” Caden said. “There’s one more street, and then we’re there.”

“If you can even call these dirt paths ‘streets,’ ” Vivienne said, looking out at the narrow trail that wound between houses. “And you’re sure Alyssa and the others are in the square?”

He paused, weighing his words before deciding on the truth. “I’m not really sure of anything. It’s more of a hunch.”

“Better than nothing. Lead the way, Ghoul Boy.”

Caden grinned, but it slid away the moment he stepped out of the animal pen. There were no monsters in sight, but he could feel a cluster of them close by and moving in their direction. “We need to run for it,” he whispered.

Vivienne nodded.

He looked around one last time, and then he darted across the street, Vivienne at his back, their feet pounding against the dirt. They wove around a small cottage, through the dead, sharp blades of what could almost pass as grass in the back, and past a row of tentacled plants before reaching the square.

The moment Caden stepped onto the packed dirt, he sensed the presence of a terrible, malicious energy. It clung to the surface of his mind, working its way into his thoughts with tiny, skittering movements. Instinctively, he slammed his personal shields back up, blocking everything out. His head pounded, his thoughts fracturing.

When he was younger, he and Aiden had gone hiking along an overgrown trail, the grass reaching up past their knees, pressing in on all sides. After they were done, Caden had looked down and noticed that his socks and shoes were writhing. And then he’d realized that they were literally covered in ticks. Ticks that had begun crawling up his legs, clinging to the inside of his shorts, crawling under his shirt…

He’d frantically ripped all of them free, tearing off his socks and shoes and checking himself over. But even after he was sure he’d gotten rid of every last tick, he could still feel them, his mind replaying the image of all those tiny little legs over and over. This moment now was like that. He could feel the echo of that energy and knew there was only one thing that could cause it.

It must be Prudence waiting for them in the middle of the town.

“Caden!”

He turned, and a wall of flames burst up between him and Vivienne, blocking her path through.

And trapping him inside.

He recognized this kind of fire. His brother had used a spell very similar when he’d kidnapped Ava. It meant Caden was sealed in and wouldn’t be able to leave until the spell caster released him. He tried to ignore the fear thickening in his chest, making it hard to breathe.

Behind Vivienne he could see a Devourer waiting at the other end of the street, its small arms tucked up against its chest, mouth open, saliva dripping off the jagged rows of teeth. It was soon joined by another and another.

Maybe they hadn’t been tricked by his abilities after all. Maybe they’d just been playing along in order to drive him here, to this square.

One of the Devourers lifted its head and shrieked, its cry long and high-pitched. There was something tragic about that sound, like a child screaming in pain. The moment it ended, they all began moving, slowly at first, then faster, flowing down the street like a river of teeth and claws and insatiable hunger.

“Run!” Caden said.

Vivienne hesitated, glancing back once at the monsters, then at him trapped in this square of fire. And then she turned and sprinted at the nearest building, practically flying up the side of its wall, then down and out of sight. And he realized that this whole time they’d been running together, she’d been holding herself back.

The Devourers followed her, none of them even bothering to look at Caden, and in moments the street was empty. He turned away slowly, back to the center of the square, dreading what he’d see.

At first the square appeared to be as empty as the street behind him. And then the air wavered, shimmering like a desert mirage before clearing to reveal lines blazing across the ground, forming the five-pointed star of a pentagram. The top of the star stood empty. But sitting at the other four points—

Caden went cold. Alyssa, Nate, Becka, and Matt sat with their legs crossed, hands turned palm up and resting on their knees, eyes open but unseeing, mouths frozen in silent screams of terror. And in the center space…

A familiar old woman sat smiling sweetly up at him, her wrinkled face folding back in an expression of pure, innocent joy, her white hair loosely braided, her brown eyes sparkling. She looked like everyone’s favorite grandmother, the kind who never enforced rules and always gave extra cookies.

It was a deceptive lie.

Caden met her gaze, his mouth going dry. He recognized her from yesterday’s dream. Only this time he knew exactly who she was. “Hello, Prudence,” he managed.

“Hello, little Price boy. I’ve been waiting for you.”

That was all the warning Caden had before she threw her hands up and the world exploded around him.




23. RAE

Doctor Nguyen rushed in through the sudden opening, her ponytail disheveled, her lab coat as wrinkled as if she’d slept in it. Maybe she had. For someone who’d once looked so put-together, lately she always seemed as if she were running just a little behind, everything about her flustered. “You made it,” she breathed, her eyes lingering on Rae’s face. “I wasn’t sure…” She took a deep breath, then gave them both a tremulous smile. “Welcome back.” Then she noticed the energy reader resting on Aiden’s lap, and her eyes widened. “And you found it.”

“As promised.” Aiden gazed up at Doctor Nguyen with disgust, like she was an insect crawling around his otherwise-clean kitchen. Rae frowned, surprised at such a strong reaction.

Doctor Nguyen wasn’t looking back at Aiden. Instead, she stared at the battered energy reader, her own expression very odd, like she was trying to hold a small, delicate egg inside her mouth without crushing it. She was trying to decide what to do, Rae realized. About them? Rae glanced up at the camera Aiden had spotted. It was still off, and she wondered if anyone else knew they were down here.

Suddenly she had the urge to sprint out the door before it could be closed and locked forever. But that was silly. There was no way Doctor Nguyen was planning on leaving them in here.

But Aiden had been trapped inside one of these labs before. Caden had told her that Vivienne’s mom had helped him escape; Doctor Nguyen and Patrick hadn’t let him go willingly. Maybe that was why he despised the scientist so much. In that case, Rae couldn’t really blame him.

“What about the others?” Doctor Nguyen said at last, tearing her gaze from that hard metal surface. “Did you see them in there?”

Rae shook her head. “Someone activated the rift before we had a chance.” She glared at Aiden.

“We found their helmets. They’re dead, or as good as.”

Doctor Nguyen flinched.

“We don’t know that,” Rae snapped. She refused to believe it. Missing was not the same as dead. “Anyhow, Vivienne and Caden are still there, too, so we have to go back regardless.”

“I already told you, that will be impossible.”

“It’s not impossible,” Doctor Nguyen said quietly.

“It’s not?” Hope flared inside Rae’s chest, but she tried to push it down. She couldn’t trust Green On!. They had managed to save Blake—supposedly, since she hadn’t seen him for herself yet—but that was the only promise they had delivered on so far.

“The energy reader should have absorbed enough power from the Other Place to enable it to reopen the barrier. We can take it up to the lab and try. If you’ll give it to me?” She held out a hand.

Aiden regarded her coolly, and for a moment Rae thought he might refuse. Then he shrugged and handed it over.

“Thank you.” Doctor Nguyen gently cradled it against her chest like it was something fragile, despite the dents and bite marks that showed it was clearly able to withstand monster attacks. “We’ll need to hurry, though. Besides, I imagine you’re eager to get out of here.” She didn’t wait for a response but turned and strode from the room.

“After you.” Aiden swept a hand in front of him, making a mocking bow.

Rae scowled at him. She didn’t like the idea of him following behind her, but it didn’t seem worth fighting about. She stepped out of the room, then had to jog to catch up with Doctor Nguyen, who was already halfway down the hall.

To her left, the wall was solid cement, the same as the floor and ceiling, while to her right it was all glass sectioned off into rooms identical to the one she and Aiden had just left. Rae glanced into those rooms as she passed, searching for any sign of life—a burst of movement, a shadowy shape—but there was nothing. They were alone down here. Every few feet an electric light buzzed and flickered, making it hard to really see clearly, and the air felt still and dead, like they were in some ancient tomb and not a state-of-the-art facility. All of it together made Rae feel extremely uneasy.

Something about this felt wrong.

Rae fell in behind Doctor Nguyen. “So, how did we end up here?” she asked. “Patrick made it sound like his device would return us to the same lab we left from.”

“Yes, sorry, change of plans.” Doctor Nguyen paused at the end of the hall. She glanced around the corner, then gestured for Rae and Aiden to follow her to the left and down another hallway, this one cement on all sides and narrow. The lights here seemed dimmer, too, as if people hardly came this way and so it didn’t need to be maintained as well. “We switched your destination to a locked underground lab as a last-minute safety precaution.”

“You wanted to make sure we didn’t bring anything back with us,” Aiden said.

“Exactly so. The last time… well. Let’s just say some mistakes have been made.” She gave them both a tight smile.

“Mistakes?” Rae thought of the girl’s body she’d seen on Caden’s lawn and the three creatures that had been prowling around his house the next day. “Is that how the Devourers got here? They escaped from Green On!?”

Doctor Nguyen’s shoulders stiffened, and she quickened her pace. She also didn’t deny it, which Rae took as answer enough.

“They killed someone,” Rae said. “That’s not just a mistake.”

“We are pushing the boundaries of the impossible. Sometimes there are unintended consequences.”

“Sacrifices in the name of science,” Aiden said. “What’s one life when you’re trying to build a better tomorrow? After all, it’s never too soon to think about the future,” he quoted the Green On! tagline, his voice heavy with irony, and Rae was reminded of the queen bug she’d seen belowground with its bright green tag. Someone at the lab had known where that creature was and hadn’t done anything to stop it. What if the same thing had happened with the Devourers? What if they hadn’t escaped from here but had instead been intentionally released?

Rae frowned, her footsteps slowing as she mulled that over. It made a certain kind of sense; she’d seen the gates outside, the barbed wire, the cameras. How could something the size of a Devourer sneak through all that? But then, what could Green On! possibly gain by releasing monsters onto the town of Whispering Pines?

“Quickly, please, the both of you,” Doctor Nguyen said. “We need to keep moving.”

“What’s the rush?” Aiden stopped walking and leaned against the wall, smirking. “Maybe I like it down here. I’ve developed an appreciation for its aesthetic beauty from all the time I spent locked in this place.”

Doctor Nguyen whirled on him, her nostrils flaring. “Look, Aiden, I am trying to make things right, okay? Why do you think I’m here with you now?” She lowered her voice. “I’m trying to help you.”

“I don’t believe you.”

She sighed. “Fine. Believe what you like. Only keep moving. Please.” She glanced over her shoulder, the muscles in her neck straining.

Rae’s uneasiness boiled up into something stronger and thicker. The intensity in Doctor Nguyen’s voice, the obvious fear in her eyes, all of it added up to only one possible answer: They were in danger. Right now, right here. “What’s wrong?” Rae asked.

“Nothing.” Doctor Nguyen pulled her lips back in the least reassuring smile Rae had ever seen. “It’s just… there are some sensitive experiments contained in these labs. It’s not a good place to hang around for long. Okay?”

Rae nodded, even though she wasn’t sure she believed that was it. She spared her own glance back, and then she followed Doctor Nguyen, Aiden falling in behind her. The three of them walked in silence for a long time as that hall led to another even darker one—some of the lights had burned out and never been replaced—and then another, each one turning back on itself until Rae felt like they were spiraling in a big circle. Just when she thought they might never leave this place, Doctor Nguyen stopped at an unremarkable metal door.

She slid a panel on the front of the door to the side and punched in a code. There was a short sharp buzz, and then the door popped open. “Don’t fall behind,” she warned over her shoulder, and Rae and Aiden followed her through and into a tiny, dimly lit room, the floor made of cross-hatched metal that wobbled when they stepped onto it.

The door shut behind them with a very solid-sounding click, blocking out the light from the hall. The only remaining light came from a small dim bulb covered in a metal grate just above Rae’s head. She glanced back at the door and saw there was no handle on this side. She couldn’t have gotten out this way again if she wanted to.

Doctor Nguyen noticed her looking. “This entrance is one way only. For security purposes. But don’t worry, there’s an exit on the other side.”

Don’t worry? Rae almost laughed. The words “for security purposes” weren’t exactly comforting. Neither was the thought that they needed to take measures to stop people—or things?—from leaving this area. But it was too late to back out now, so she followed Doctor Nguyen’s green-clad back over to a set of stairs.

These rose steeply, eventually ending in another small metal platform identical to the one they’d left. They crossed it, then walked up the next set of stairs, which trembled and rattled beneath Rae’s feet. Then another platform and another set of stairs. Rae began to feel too hot inside her suit in the warm, stuffy air, and she tried to keep her breathing steady, grateful for the inhaler she’d used, especially since she could hear Aiden huffing and puffing behind her.

Occasionally strange sounds echoed up from somewhere below her, random snatches of words, soft metal clangs, and even the long-drawn-out cry of some kind of beast that Rae was sure she wouldn’t want to meet. Doctor Nguyen didn’t react to any of it, her pace brutally fast, so Rae squashed all her questions and just concentrated on moving quickly.

The sooner they got to wherever it was they were going, the sooner she could leave this creepy stairwell behind. It reminded her a little too much of Jurassic Park. Specifically, the scene where a character had to go into a bunker building to reboot the power. She had loved watching that movie with her dad, but that scene had always freaked her out; she used to hide behind her dad until it was over. Now she felt as though she were living it.

But that was just a movie, and this was real life; there were no velociraptors hunting her down. Still, in this creepy lab inside this bizarre town, anything could be possible. Goose bumps prickled up her arms as she climbed, and she just hoped there was nothing terrible waiting for her at the top. Don’t think about Devourers, she told herself. So of course that was exactly what she imagined lurking above her. All those teeth, the strangely liquid movements. The hunger…

A sudden blast of cool air hit Rae in the face, and she blinked. Doctor Nguyen stood at the top of the stairs holding the door open. She put her hand up in the universal “wait” gesture, then peeked outside. “Okay, let’s go,” she whispered, waving Rae and Aiden through.

Rae stepped out into the fresh air and wanted to cry at how good it felt. It was later than she’d thought, the sky a dusky purple, the trees of the surrounding Watchful Woods lined in black. They seemed to be at the very back of Green On!, on the side closest to the forest. There were no guards posted out here and no windows in the building looming over them. Just the chain-link fence that surrounded the whole property, its top covered in barbed wire and a single camera pointed at them.

Rae studied it but couldn’t see any light. Maybe it had been turned off, too, like the other one. The thought made the hairs on the back of her neck rise.

“This way,” Doctor Nguyen whispered. “I’m parked right over there.” She gestured at a small car almost lost in the shadows.

“Why are you whispering?” Aiden asked, his own voice sounding way too loud in comparison.

Doctor Nguyen winced. “I’ll explain everything on the way.”

“Where are we going?” Rae asked.

“I’m giving you both a ride home.”

“Yeah, right,” Aiden said. “Like I’d willingly get into your car. I can walk.”

“It’s almost night. It’s not safe for you to walk.”

“Try and stop me.”

“Fine.” Doctor Nguyen sighed. “Do whatever you want. Rae—”

“I’m not going home,” Rae said quickly. “Not until we rescue Caden and Vivienne.”

Doctor Nguyen frowned. “The safest thing for you would be to wait this night out in your house, and—”

“No way.” Rae folded her arms over her chest, jutting her chin out. “I’m going with you back to the lab.”

Doctor Nguyen threw up her hands. “You are being impossible! Both of you. I—”

“I wondered where you’d gone to,” Patrick said from behind them.

Doctor Nguyen spun, her eyes wide, the energy reader clutched to her chest. “P-Patrick!” She took a small step back, shooting Rae a terrified glance, and suddenly their whole long, convoluted walk through the most isolated corridors of Green On! made sense.

It had been a secret escape. One Doctor Nguyen hadn’t wanted Patrick to know about. She hadn’t done a thing to stop him from sending a bunch of kids into a bug-infested tunnel or through a portal into an unknown dimension, so why would she be willing to go behind his back now?

Rae had no idea, and she was afraid to find out.




24. CADEN

Caden sat up, moving slowly. He felt odd, like his Green On! suit had somehow expanded. For a second he didn’t know what had happened. He was still in the town square of Meadowbrook, only it looked different. There was no pentagram on the ground, no Alyssa and the other interns, no Prudence. He was completely alone.

And then he wasn’t. The old woman from his last dream—Prudence—was there with him again, leaning heavily on a cane. Her long sleeves were covered in blood up to the elbows, and there were stains across the front of her dress that looked like more blood, or possibly dirt, or both. Her hair had come out of her bun and straggled around her face, and her eyes had a terrible, haunted look to them, the bags beneath them sagging.

“What do you want?” Caden asked her.

She didn’t seem to hear him. Just like the last time, it was as if this were a prerecorded message playing out for him to observe but not to interact with. I was too late to save most of them, her voice whispered in his head. She held out one arm and stared at it as if surprised to see the blood there. So much death… She shook her head, dropping her arm, defeated. So much death.

Caden blinked, and the bodies were suddenly there, scattered in awful, ragged pieces across the square around him and strewn through the village. He quickly averted his eyes, glad that he couldn’t hear, couldn’t smell.

The monsters are gone now, for the moment, the dream-Prudence continued. I was able to do that much at least, drive them back into the tunnels beneath. And it was Constance’s idea to use the walls to stop them from spreading. She was able to turn them into a sealing stone for the entire colony, trapping the monsters within their borders, even though it nearly killed her, and we both knew it wouldn’t last. She wiped a hand across her forehead. There are too many of them to contain like that forever.

She turned, looking Caden full in the face, and said, Alice, we need you. Come home.

Caden stared back at her, sudden understanding blossoming. These visions weren’t meant for him; they’d been sent by Prudence to his ancestor at the start of the reckoning. So why was he seeing them now?

The dream wobbled like the surface of a pond on a windy day, everything rippling, and then, abruptly, it was over and Caden was sitting cross-legged in the center of the pentagram in front of the current Prudence, his hands on his knees. He’d sat this way with his mother hundreds of times in her study when the two of them practiced spells together, so it felt surprisingly familiar and comfortable. Like this was just another exercise.

“In the end I had to go to Alice first, to free her from her holding cell in Hartford,” Prudence said casually, as if they were two old friends picking up a conversation where they’d recently left off. “And by then it was almost too late. Connie kept the sealing spell going here, but it drained her. I believe that is why she died when she helped cast the spell on the other side of the wall. Perhaps it is why that spell backfired in the first place.”

Caden winced, remembering the spell he’d seen conducted in the rundown cabin hidden deep within the woods. He’d felt the magic rippling through the people there, crushing them like a tsunami of power.

“Everyone involved died except the spell’s caster, Alice. If she’d been a more generous person, she would have taken the backlash herself and the others would have survived. But that’s Alice for you—she’d rather sacrifice nine people than die herself. Still, the spell was successful. The Other Place was formed. And I was left on the wrong side of its barrier.”

Caden stared at her, his mind whirling, everything he’d suspected since Ava’s possession clicking into place. “Why are you trapped here?” he asked, still hoping to understand his ancestor’s actions. “Why would Alice have done that?”

“The spell was too big to hold on its own. It needed an anchor to remain on either side of the barrier. Alice or her progeny on that side and me here. Otherwise the whole thing would collapse in on itself. So Alice made a choice: to sacrifice me for the greater good.”

Caden frowned. “You talk about Alice as if you knew her well.”

“Didn’t I? I raised her, after all.”

Caden stared at her. “You… what? She’s your daughter? But I thought Constance—”

“I had two daughters: Alice, who I sent to Hartford, and Constance, who stayed with me until the bitter end.”

Caden felt like the floor had been ripped out from under him. Alice had allowed her own mother to be trapped here. But then he thought of his mother again and how she’d been willing to leave Aiden in the Other Place until she could figure out a way to bring him back without compromising the barrier. Maybe they weren’t so different after all.

He knew his mother would leave him trapped here too.

“And my mom—”

“Knows all this? Yes, yes, she does.” Prudence’s lips formed a thin, tight line. “And your grandmother. And your great-grandfather before that. There was a time when I believed that if someone only knew I was still trapped here, they would do something about it. But I am no longer so naive.”

Caden felt a flush of shame. His mom knew that Prudence, a woman who had sacrificed everything to stop the reckoning, was stuck in this prison. And instead of figuring out a way to release her, she’d guarded that barrier this whole time, ensuring Prudence could never leave. And she’d expected him to do the same thing when he was forced to take over the family business.

He thought of the talk they’d had recently about the Other Place, when she’d explained that it was meant to be a prison. Caden had asked who—or what—it was a prison for. Her answer came to him now: She is many things. Evil, certainly. Destructive. Greedy. Ravenous. But human? Maybe once, a long, long time ago.

Caden looked at Prudence and saw only a bitter old woman. Someone who no longer cared about a world that had turned its back on her long ago.

And who hated his entire family for their part in her fate.

He stiffened, realizing this whole thing—the casual conversation, the feeling of familiarity—was a lie designed to get him to let his guard down. He had to remember that Prudence had him ensnared in her spell; she could snuff him out as easily as a candle.

“Relax, little Price boy. I don’t hurt children.”

“My friends who you have trapped here would say otherwise.” Caden didn’t take his eyes off Prudence, but still, he could feel their presence: Alyssa, Becka, Matt, and Nate, all of them frozen in some sort of void. It reminded him of the way the victims of the Unseeing had felt. As if their souls had been removed from their bodies but not destroyed, only held in stasis. “As would Aiden,” he added.

“Your brother gave up the innocence of childhood long ago. And fine, while I don’t usually hurt children, when I asked him to get me four more victims as part of our deal, that’s what he sent me. So I worked with what I had. Desperate times and all that.”

“He sent them?”

“Well, I understand he was working with someone else—someone who believed children would be safer here than adults.”

Caden knew she meant Patrick. Just as he knew Patrick couldn’t care less about the safety of the people he used so long as they achieved what he needed. He must have thought that children would be able to enter the Other Place and then leave again, completing his precious mission. But after the first attempt failed, he’d figured out the truth—it wasn’t Aiden’s age that had protected him. It was his family name. Patrick had needed a Price, and the only way to get one with powers still intact was to use his friends as bait.

Caden’s fists clenched. He hated Patrick at that moment more than he’d ever hated anyone. Prudence, he could understand; she’d sacrificed everything and then been sacrificed herself. In her place, he might have become as bitter and vindictive as she currently was. But with Patrick there was no emotion, no malice. Nothing he did was personal. He merely viewed people as tools to be used and then discarded as necessary once they fulfilled his purpose.

“If you’re not planning on hurting me,” Caden said, “then why am I here? What do you want?”

“Nine outside to break the lock,” Prudence recited. “The one you called Ivan started that ritual for me. Not that he realized; those simple creatures are easy enough to control. Still, it took your brother to complete it.”

Caden remembered the eight victims Ivan had claimed before he and Rae had stopped him, and then later the ritual Aiden had cast that had torn Ava’s soul from her body—the ninth victim—and temporarily sent it here, to this place.

“Seven within to create the key,” Prudence continued. “That, I took care of. With some help from your friends at Green On!. But there was a third component. The pledge that Alice made when she changed her last name. A promise to guard the barrier between your dimension and mine.”

“Blood opens, and blood closes. A sacrifice given and taken,” Caden said.

“Exactly so. Her blood. My sacrifice. As long as a Price remains in Whispering Pines, I am bound to this place here. Which leaves me with only two options: kill your entire family”—Prudence paused, letting those words sink in, her dark eyes glittering terribly—“or,” she continued, “convince a Price to take my place.”




25. RAE

My apologies, Doctor Nguyen,” Patrick said, stepping out of the shadows. “I didn’t mean to alarm you.” But the smile he gave her looked downright predatory, all gleaming teeth and cold, dead eyes. “Perhaps you were expecting someone else?”

Doctor Nguyen shook her head.

“No? Interesting to see you out here, then. Considering that our plan was to meet in the main lab once the interns successfully returned.”

Doctor Nguyen was still clutching the energy reader to her chest like a shield, her eyes darting around as if searching for rescue. It made Rae wonder if she really had been expecting someone else. “I, um, just thought I’d get these two home first. They’ve had such a long day.”

“Hmm.” Patrick tilted his head, studying her. “No doubt you planned to bring me the energy reader afterward.”

“O-of course.”

“Well, I’m here now, so I can take it.” He held out his hands, his eyes boring into hers.

Doctor Nguyen hesitated, her arms tightening around the device. She shifted her weight, and for a second Rae wondered if she was going to make a run for her car. Instead, slowly, reluctantly, she passed it to him.

He tucked it firmly under one arm, his lips twitching up in the first real grin Rae had ever seen him make, one that transformed his face and lit up his eyes with a terrible, triumphant gleam. It reminded her of Ivan the Unseeing, the way his mouth had stretched that night in the cabin when he’d finally shed his mask of humanity.

Rae caught her breath. She didn’t know why Patrick was so ferociously happy, but she was sure it didn’t bode well for any of them. And then the expression was gone, and Patrick looked the same as he always did, well groomed and blandly handsome, and Rae was left to wonder if she’d imagined the earlier menace.

“Thank you, Doctor Nguyen. Now our real work can begin. Unless you’d prefer to take the rest of the evening off? It has been a long day for you as well.”

“No, I’m fine,” she said, but Rae was close enough to see her hands trembling.

“Well, this has been fun,” Aiden spoke up. “But as you can see, I fulfilled my end of the deal. You have your little toy back.”

“Yes, you have succeeded remarkably.”

“I’m done now, you understand?”

Patrick nodded. “Go on home, Mr. Price. Enjoy your newfound freedom. Ms. Carter, did you want to return home as well, or did you want to come with me to help save your friends?”

“Rae—” Doctor Nguyen started.

“I want to come,” Rae said immediately, ignoring Doctor Nguyen. Even if she didn’t trust Patrick—even if she was afraid of him—there was no way she could walk away now. Not if there was a chance she could help the others.

“Very well.” Patrick glanced at Doctor Nguyen, his eyes narrowing. “But first, my assistant and I need to discuss something. If you’d give us a minute?” He strolled a few feet away, Doctor Nguyen walking stiffly next to him, their heads bent close in a whispered conversation.

“You could still come too,” Rae told Aiden. “You know, help save your brother. Prove you actually care about someone other than yourself.”

His expression twitched, and for a second Rae almost felt like she’d gotten to him. But then he shook his head. “I told you, I’m done with all of this.” He swiped his hands through the air, indicating everything. “But you have fun with your little rescue mission.” He started walking in the direction opposite Patrick.

“You saved me,” Rae called after him. “You must have some sort of conscience buried in there.”

He turned. “Do you want to know the real reason I saved you? It’s because you were holding on to the energy reader. And Patrick made it very clear that he wouldn’t help me if I returned without it. You were just a convenient means to an end.”

Rae tried not to feel disappointed. It made the most sense. Aiden never did anything for anyone unless it benefited him. She knew that, and yet she’d almost believed that he actually did feel guilty about Ava, that there might be some sort of humanity driving his actions. She shook her head, disgusted. “Fine. Go scurry on home, then.”

“If you were smart, you’d do the same thing.”

“I can’t; Caden wouldn’t. You know he wouldn’t.”

Aiden frowned. “True. My brother has always had an overdeveloped guilty conscience.” His eyes narrowed as if he were considering something unpleasant. Then he shook his head and walked away.

This time Rae let him go, part of her wondering if he was right about the smart thing to do. Obviously Patrick was up to something, and Doctor Nguyen was up to something, too, and Rae was about to wade right into the middle of all of it. But how could she ever look her father in the eyes if she abandoned her friends now? He wouldn’t have done something like that.

As Rae turned her back on Aiden, the nearby trees caught her eye. They seemed to be moving strangely, the needles blurring for a second, becoming long and sinewy. She blinked, then rubbed her eyes, and they were just trees again. No tentacles.

“Ms. Carter?” Patrick called. “Are you coming?”

Rae looked up. Patrick stood alone in the shadows, Doctor Nguyen nothing but a silhouette hurrying ahead. “Where’s she going?”

“She has some preparations to make for us.”

“In the lab?”

He chuckled. “Oh, we’re not going to the lab.”

“We’re not? I thought we were going to reopen the rift?”

He nodded. “We are. Eventually.”

Rae frowned.

“Ms. Carter, I believe it is time to be honest with you.”

Rae stared at him: his perfect hair, his expensive suit, those expressionless eyes. And even though the truth was all she ever wanted, his words filled her with dread.

“This energy reader,” he said, tapping it with one long finger, “will allow us to reopen the rift. But its real value is its ability to store the energy of the Other Place, almost like a high-tech battery, if you will. Energy that I plan to use for its original intended purpose.”

“And what is that?”

“Why, to power up a spaceship, of course.”




26. CADEN

Caden wanted to go home and see his parents, and Rae, and Vivienne. He wanted to graduate middle school, and then high school, and then get out of Whispering Pines. If not forever, then at least for a while. See the world. He wanted to be free.

“Are you ready yet, Price boy?” Prudence called. She’d moved to the head of the pentagram after Caden had taken her spot in the center and now sat there, eager and impatient.

He pushed the things he wanted away. They no longer mattered. He’d made up his mind. In exchange for taking Prudence’s place, she had promised to release Alyssa, Nate, Becka, and Matt and would make sure the four of them and Vivienne were all able to leave the Other Place with her. That was worth his life. Besides, after what his family had done—allowing Prudence to remain locked in this place for more than three centuries—it was the least he could do to begin making amends.

Blood opens, and blood closes. He slid his mom’s bone-handled knife out from the front zippered pocket of his suit, then pulled off one of his gloves and slashed the blade lightly across his palm. He met Prudence’s gaze across the square. “Ready,” he said, holding his hand out. Three perfect drops dripped onto the soil in front of him. He closed his eyes and lowered his shields, sinking into the spell that made up the barrier between this dimension and his own.

He could feel Nate and Alyssa and Becka and Matt tied into the magic with him, their memories a confused swirl. His first step would be to untangle them, but it was like trying to run a brush through snarled hair. Each time he tugged one thread, the others cried out. He had to move slowly, methodically, ignoring the pounding, rushing noise in his head. The hunger of the Devourers, the hatred of the Unseeing, the impatience of Prudence urging him to go faster, faster.

It was almost like a summoning. There was Alyssa, a mix of vulnerability and scorn, her insecurities hidden deep beneath her attitude. He felt her energy signal, as unique as a fingerprint, and used a bit of power to attach her to her body, almost as if he were stapling the two of them together. Then he moved on to Nate. Fearful and brave all at once and flooded with guilt. Gently, Caden tugged him free and clipped him back to his body.

Becka he didn’t know as well, so it was almost easier; his own emotions weren’t entangled. He saw her determination—so like Rae’s—and her fear that she would never see her younger brothers again. He saw how she blamed herself for all of this. She’d been their team’s unofficial leader. She’d trusted Patrick. She’d allowed them all to end up in this hell.

It’s not your fault. Caden wanted to shout it at her. But all he could do was gently nudge her to her body and pin her there.

Matt was the easiest one of all, his thread simple to grasp without the others around it. Caden got a hint of Matt’s worry—his dad needed him; he couldn’t die out here!—and his strength, and then he was attached to his physical form, and only Caden hung out in the ether. He wasn’t quite out of his body. Instead, it felt as if he’d moved further inward to the very core of his self, the place where his personality fell away, his memories detaching. A quiet place.

He paused there, finding a peace he had never known in his life. Part of him longed to stay in that space forever. But he knew Prudence was waiting. He could feel her pulling at the power of the Other Place like a magnet, eager to leave. So, reluctantly, he turned his attention to her energy signature. Only, as he began to untangle it from the spell’s borders, he realized there was something wrong. Prudence didn’t feel… human.

She is many things… But human? Maybe once, a long, long time ago.

A heavy feeling expanded in Caden’s stomach—the knowledge that he’d just made a terrible, terrible mistake—and he tried to stop, to pull away, but the weight of the spell squeezed in on him on all sides.

You struck a bargain, a voice whispered in his head. You cannot back out now.




27. RAE

The spaceship looked exactly the way Rae remembered it: the weird silver-blue color, the way its curving shape somehow hurt the eyes, how it drank in the light of the floodlights around it and dispersed that light in little beads, like water droplets. It was magnificent, a massive, impossible disk of a thing, and Rae couldn’t look away.

Until Patrick yelled and dropped the energy reader.

Rae blinked, feeling like she were coming out of some kind of trance. Patrick’s use of that magic word, “spaceship,” had temporarily made her lose track of her priorities, and she’d followed him to a separate building tucked away behind Green On! and down the elevator into this giant underground cavern without question.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. He was grimacing and shaking his hands as if he’d just received some kind of nasty shock. “Did the energy reader break?” Her heart beat faster, pumping dread through her body. If it was broken, she’d never see her friends again.

“What?” He glanced up. “Oh. No, it didn’t. It’s working quite well, actually.” He slid his hands into his pockets, looking suddenly relaxed and casual again. “Would you mind carrying it for me?”

Rae frowned from him to the device lying on its side on the ground. “Why?”

“As you know, it’s designed specifically to pull in the energy of the Other Place. And it seems to be doing just that now.”

“But we’re not in the Other Place.”

“I know. There must be some residual energy here, probably generated from your trip through the rift.” He shrugged. “It’s no matter, but it does make it a little… uncomfortable… for me to hold.”

“So you want me to hold it?” Rae shook her head.

“It won’t affect you the same way.”

“Why not?”

“You have gloves.”

She hesitated, then crouched down and gingerly picked up the device. It felt warm, even through her gloves, and something deep inside its core seemed to be vibrating. It was like holding a jar filled with angry insects. She had the sudden urge to fling the whole thing far away from her, but instead she stood and tucked it securely under one arm.

Patrick nodded at her and turned to go.

“Wait,” Rae said. “How will going onto the ship help my friends?” As much as she longed to see inside it, she couldn’t afford to waste time exploring.

“As I have explained, our lab is incapable of tearing an opening into the Other Place.” His mouth twisted as if the words tasted bad. The bitterness of failure. “Without one of the Prices and their unique talents, we can throw all our power at that dimensional barrier, and it will be like tossing cooked spaghetti at a wall. Some of it might stick, but none of it will break through to the other side.”

“But this”—he pointed at the energy reader in her arms—“is connected to the energy source of the Other Place and will automatically reestablish a link with it. We just need to get it plugged into the ship’s control room. Once that happens, the rift will open, we can save your friends, and then we can drain the rest of the energy out of that dimension, thus destroying it.”

Against her will, Rae found her gaze drawn again to that bizarre surface, the metal almost rippling. Was it even solid? The whole thing was surrounded by a small plastic wall and at least a dozen guards, all of them heavily armed and facing inward, obviously more worried about any possible threats coming from the ship than going toward it. Rae knew that should make her nervous, but it just increased her curiosity.

Nearby, a handful of scientists were working on a giant computer station. Rae saw Doctor Nguyen standing with them, checking over their notes, her expression troubled. One of the other scientists, a tall man with a shock of reddish curls, was pointing at something on the giant screen and gesturing wildly, then pointing upward.

“You’re sure this will work?” Rae asked Patrick.

“I have seen too much to be sure of anything, Ms. Carter. But I am very optimistic.”

Rae hesitated. She knew better than to believe Patrick, but she wanted to. And that worried her more than all the other red flags, because it meant she couldn’t trust her own motivations, her own biases. Her longing was overriding her ability to think critically.

“Come, Ms. Carter. You, of all people, deserve to see the inside of this spaceship.”

“Why me?” She’d never understood why Patrick had been interested in her in the first place, why he’d gone to so much trouble to get her to join his internship.

“Your ability to see through to the mysteries around you has always impressed me.” Patrick smiled. “It reminds me very much of your father.”

Rae’s jaw dropped. She felt like she’d been punched in the stomach, all the air driven right out of her lungs. Patrick had said he’d help her find her dad. He had never—not once—hinted that he knew her dad. “H-how…?” She couldn’t quite form the question.

“Plenty of time for questions once on board the ship.” Patrick turned his back on her and strode up to the opening in the plastic wall that surrounded the spaceship. He had a quick word with the guard posted there, then continued on, not glancing back, as if he knew Rae would be following.

Of course he knew. Rae scowled at his back. How could she not follow after that? She hurried through the gap in the plastic wall, very aware of the guard watching her, his hand on his weapon. It made her nervous, as though she were breaking some kind of law. She tried ignoring it, walking as normally as she could to where Patrick stood, studying the outside of the ship.

She glanced over at the scientists clustered nearby and noticed Doctor Nguyen watching her intently. As soon as the scientist caught her eye, she tapped the front of her jacket over her heart. Rae frowned at the movement, not understanding. Slowly, she put her hand over her heart, feeling the cold hard zipper of the front pocket. Doctor Nguyen nodded. But Rae barely had anything in there. Just her inhaler, and… the EpiPen.

Was that what Doctor Nguyen was referring to? But why? What good would it do her now?

“Ah, here it is,” Patrick said, and Rae turned quickly to watch as he placed his right palm flat against the side of the ship. A small, rectangular space to the left of him grew fuzzy, then cleared away like morning mist, leaving an open doorway.

Rae stared into that dark hole. It looked like a mouth. From inside, she could hear a soft humming. All her other emotions vanished in a rush of excitement; she was about to see inside a real live spaceship! How many other people could say the same thing?

Patrick tapped something else on the side of the ship, and a ramp slid out of the open doorway.

“A ramp?” Rae frowned. “That’s not exactly high tech for a spaceship.”

“Simple is generally best. And if you’ll follow me, I think you will find the inside far less disappointing than the way up.” He stepped onto the ramp and walked inside the ship, the darkness swallowing him like some kind of large beast.

Rae squared her shoulders, took a deep breath, and followed Patrick inside the ship.




28. CADEN

Caden screamed as the concentrated power of the Other Place surged forward, boiling through his veins, burning into his brain, everything agony and fire.

This is what you wanted, the power whispered. This is what you’ve always wanted. I can see your heart, your soul, your secret desires.

Caden flailed, but he was held fast by a power he didn’t understand. He couldn’t think beyond the pain, couldn’t close himself up. He was completely open and vulnerable, a torn scab, a bleeding wound.

“I… don’t… want,” he gasped, trying to thrust it away. But there was so much power there, he was drowning in it. And then, from somewhere deep inside himself, a memory floated up, encircling him like the calm spot in a raging storm.

He was eight years old and opening Aiden’s door.

His brother was sprawled on his stomach across the floor, painting a symbol in careful, sweeping strokes. The paint gleamed a deep, dark red, and Caden didn’t have to see the bloodstained bowl or the knife set beside it to know that Aiden was using blood.

Caden froze in the doorway, studying his brother’s arms, his back, his legs. He didn’t look injured.

“It’s not mine,” Aiden had said without glancing up.

Caden frowned in confusion, his gaze trailing around the room and then eventually coming to rest on a pile of small, crumpled forms resting on top of an open newspaper in the corner. Understanding blossomed, followed by horror and disgust. He clapped a hand over his mouth.

“They’re just squirrels,” Aiden said. “It’s not a big deal.”

But Caden couldn’t take his eyes away from the fuzzy tails and curled legs, thinking of all the times he’d sat on the porch swing and watched the squirrels playing in the yard. Maybe these very squirrels. Sorrow washed over him, and he blinked rapidly, his eyes filling with tears.

“You’ll have to learn to harden your heart, little brother. Sacrifices are a necessary part of the work we do. And if you’re not strong enough to do it, someday you’ll end up being the sacrifice.”

Caden watched as his brother continued tracing the lines of the symbol—a spell to increase his ability to see into the future—and knew at that moment that he didn’t want to be a part of that kind of work. He didn’t want to join Paranormal Price. He wanted out.

Caden gasped, and then he was back in the town square, every nerve ending tingling. His head pounded, and he could feel his awareness of the Other Place expanding outward to reach the borders, the ebb and flow of its strange energy coursing through him and the pentagram throbbing in the center like an infection. He wasn’t sure if that meant the ritual had worked, and he was now bound here forever.

“You’re not bound,” Prudence said, as if she could read his mind. She sat there calmly at the head of the pentagram, her hands relaxed in her lap. “And neither are your friends, now.”

He glanced at the other kids, each of them curled on the ground. “Will they be…?” He swallowed, then finished, “Okay?”

“The moment they are removed from the confines of the pentagram, they should wake up. I imagine they will be a little disoriented but otherwise unharmed.”

Caden sagged in relief. But then he frowned, confused. If he wasn’t bound to the Other Place, did that mean Prudence still was? He reached his awareness outward toward her, but all he could sense was…

Nothing.

It was like the void he’d once sensed inside Aiden. The ever-expanding darkness of space.

“Did you never wonder, Price boy, why no one in your family replaced me?” she asked. “More than three hundred and fifty years, and not once did anyone else offer to take my place. Doesn’t that seem a little surprising to you?”

“Because my family thought you were in here for a reason. That you were something evil and dangerous.”

“Something evil and dangerous,” Prudence mused. “And what did you think when you came here and looked at me with your compassionate heart? What did you see in front of you after I told you the truth about my imprisonment?”

“I saw…” Caden paused. He’d looked at her and seen a sad, bitter woman, betrayed by the ones she loved.

“You saw exactly what I wanted you to see. A couple of visions, a tragic story, and you were like warm clay in my hands.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Of course you don’t, you simple child. Once, long ago, I was Prudence. But that woman died trying to save the people she loved.”

“Then, how…?” Caden felt like the world was shifting around him, dread closing in on all sides as the truths he’d somehow forgotten clamored for attention. Ava’s message—She’s coming for you—Aiden’s terror, his mom’s warnings…

And with sudden terrible clarity, he remembered the entry at the beginning of the Book of Shadows. Alice’s note about how she’d made contact with something powerful and inhuman.

I can hear it whispering to me in the dark, promising me power, so much power. It does not say what it wants in return, but I am afraid.

“Prudence had once feared something so much that she sent her own daughter away to protect her from it,” the old woman continued. “But she became desperate after the flow of monsters threatened to spill out from the borders of her town. She knew that if they escaped, the entire world would be in danger. And so she struck a deal.”

“What kind of deal?” Caden asked, his mouth dry.

“Oh, the usual. Her body and soul in exchange for the power to seal away the monsters residing in her town. With the help of her children and the local coven, this area became its own separate dimension. Ordinarily, that wouldn’t have mattered to me; our bargain met, I devoured Prudence’s soul and took over her body, ready to conquer the world itself, but Alice recognized what her mother had done. And so she locked her mother’s physical body inside this place even though it meant sacrificing her sister and eight others. Because of the nature of the deal I struck with Prudence, I was forced to remain inside her body. My personal prison of flesh.”

“What are you?” he whispered.

“There are many words for what I am.”

Demon, the word whispered in the back of his mind.

And he’d just made a bargain with her, an agreement that he would take Prudence’s place. He’d thought that meant taking her place here in this nightmare world. But now…

The thing wearing Prudence’s body shifted, her smile dripping away, melting down her face, and there was nothing human about her now. “Your brother tried to warn you. It’s a shame you didn’t listen to him.”

Sacrifices are a necessary part of the work we do.

Aiden had been right all along; his soft heart had turned him into the biggest sacrifice of all.

He was about to become the demon’s new host, and he could do nothing to stop it.




29. RAE

Rae blinked rapidly, the darkness wrapping around her the moment the door closed. It felt uncomfortably similar to being trapped in an underground tunnel, but before she could panic, a soft red glow seeped up from the floorboards. It almost looked like the emergency lighting on an airplane, and by its light she could see Patrick’s silhouette looming a few feet ahead. Shadows clung to the walls of the spaceship like cobwebs, making it impossible to see any details clearly, and it smelled strangely citrusy inside, as if someone had plugged in an air freshener.

Patrick turned toward her, the red light turning his face into a bloody mask, a gleam deep in his eyes. He looked… demonic. The word sprang up in Rae’s mind, impossible to ignore or deny. She caught her breath, suddenly wishing she had listened to Doctor Nguyen, spaceship or no.

“My apologies for closing us in like this,” he said. “We had a bit of an… incident… the last time we opened the craft.”

“The bugs,” Rae whispered. She had hypothesized that the giant alien centipedes had escaped from this spaceship, but when she’d mentioned that theory before, Patrick had brushed it off. Apparently he was feeling more honest today.

“The bugs,” he agreed. “But rest assured, I have taken steps to ensure nothing escapes from this craft again. Not without my express permission.”

Instinctively Rae looked back at the place where the door had been and saw nothing but smooth metal. Did that mean she was trapped here now, too?

“This way.” Patrick strode deeper into the ship, leaving Rae no choice but to follow.

He had promised that she wouldn’t be disappointed with the inside of the ship, and her imagination had conjured up images of the Star Trek Enterprise, or at least some sort of imperial Star Wars ship. Instead, it all seemed so empty, like an abandoned warehouse. Nothing but smooth metal above, below, to either side, all of it curving slightly, the edges masked in darkness untouched by the red light. Without the ability to see much, claustrophobia was more likely than disappointment.

“Why is it so dark in here?” Rae asked.

“Do you have any idea how long this ship has been here?” Patrick paused and glanced back at her, obviously waiting for a real answer, even though he hadn’t given her one.

“Since the sixteen hundreds.”

His eyebrows rose. “So you do know.” And even if she told herself she didn’t care what he thought of her, Rae felt a small spark of satisfaction for impressing him. “What else do you know?” he asked, tilting his head curiously.

Rae shrugged. “Not much.” Satisfactory or no, she knew the less information she gave Patrick the better. Sometimes it was safer to keep your answers to yourself.

Patrick tapped one long finger against the wall next to him, the sound ringing like wind chimes. He seemed to be considering how much to tell her himself. “In the sixteen hundreds,” he said at last, “when this ship crash-landed here, it sustained damage to the engine. I won’t get into technical details, but suffice it to say that all of its fuel drained out with the exception of the backup energy reserves. Those reserves are all that is powering it now. And that is why it is so dark.”

“So the original fuel is gone, then?” Rae couldn’t help glancing down at the energy reader in her arms, a suspicion forming in the back of her mind.

Patrick must have noticed because he grinned approvingly. “Clever girl. You’re halfway to figuring it out, aren’t you? The fuel that leaked out was special, unlike anything this planet had ever seen before. Some of it soaked into the soil, but most of it pooled in the atmosphere around it. And it would have remained there, unchanging, until I arrived, but instead the Prices trapped it inside a pocket dimension.”

“The Other Place,” Rae whispered.

“Yes. That is what you have been calling it. I knew this ship existed, but it took me some time to track it down to this little town. Only to find that it was as operational as a rock, its energy source sealed away beyond my reach.” He resumed walking, and Rae followed, her mind racing.

Patrick had been interested in Caden this whole time because of his connection to the Other Place. He’d needed to get into that dimension in order to get the power for this spaceship. That part made a strange sort of sense.

But he’d been interested in her this whole time too. And she still didn’t know why. And that was the part that really scared her.

“What’s so important about this empty ship?” she asked.

“Oh, it’s far from empty.” He chuckled, the sound echoing sinisterly down the long hall. “Think of this ship as a sort of tree, built outward from the main core in rings. Only this outer ring is empty; it was designed that way because it’s the easiest one to infiltrate.” He stopped and faced a blank stretch of wall that looked the same as all the other expanses of wall, until he placed his right palm flat against it, shifted his weight, and twisted his hand clockwise. With a soft whir, part of the wall vanished.

Rae blinked. One second it had been solid, and now there was a clearly defined arched doorway leading deeper into the ship.

Patrick flashed one of his wide smiles. “You are about to see something almost no other human has ever seen.”

He turned and strode through the doorway, but Rae couldn’t follow. She stood there, frozen, her extreme curiosity battling against her self-preservation instincts, all of which screamed at her to turn and run.

Patrick’s voice drifted back to her. “Your friends are waiting, Ms. Carter.”

Rae took a deep breath, then stepped through the doorway.

And came face-to-face with a giant queen centipede, its top half lifted, pincers open, ready to strike.




30. CADEN

Prudence stood slowly at the head of the pentagram as Caden sat frozen in the center, held in place by the magic of his foolish bargain. “What will happen now?” he whispered. Would he be trapped in his own body, watching everything as Prudence—or the thing inside her—took him over? Or would he be completely destroyed inside, a hollowed-out husk, his soul devoured?

Suddenly Caden was terribly, desperately afraid, his breath coming in small, sharp gasps.

Prudence smiled, her eyes half-hidden in a web of wrinkles, her face seeming to grow older by the moment. “This body will die soon, releasing me from my bond, and I will be free to take over yours, young Price. Next, the barrier separating the Other Place from your dimension will unravel without me holding it together. And then all of this”—she waved a hand to take in the swirling energy and the waiting tide of monsters hovering at the edges of the square—“will be unleashed upon your precious Whispering Pines.”

Images from his dream flashed through his mind: the seeping fog, the swirling shapes, and the woman torn to pieces. He tried not to imagine the same thing happening to everyone he knew—all those unsuspecting people.

He had doomed everyone.

Prudence kept her gaze on him as she slowly, deliberately stepped outside the lines of the pentagram. Immediately all the years that had been held at bay tore through her flesh, her body aging rapidly, hair thinning and then falling out, teeth rotting, skin sagging, and then everything crumbling to dust. Just like Aiden had predicted.

For a second, Caden could see the manifestation of the entity that had inhabited her for so long. It wasn’t a shape, exactly, but a presence. A freezing spot in an otherwise warm tub.

It locked eyes with Caden. He expected to see hatred reflected there, but what he actually saw was infinitely worse: apathy. It would gleefully ride on the tide of death and destruction washing out across the Watchful Woods, and it would enjoy the upcoming slaughter as that tide spilled out into the town itself. But there was nothing personal about it. If it had truly wanted revenge on the people who had imprisoned it for so long, at least that would be an emotion. It would be something Caden could understand. Maybe even something he could use.

Instead, all he could sense in it was hunger so vast it could never be satisfied. It would eat the world if it could and keep on eating forever.

“Wait!”

Caden looked up. Aiden was sprinting across the square, still in the bright Green On! suit.

You had your chance.

Aiden stopped just outside the pentagram, panting. “I know,” he gasped. “But I’m here now. And your first bargain was with me.”

Caden stared at his brother, not comprehending. He didn’t understand how he had gotten back into the Other Place or what he thought he was doing.

Why should I honor it when I have struck a new bargain?

“I would make a far better vessel for you. Caden is soft and weak.”

And even though Caden was about to be devoured by a demon, he couldn’t help feeling hurt by that. And by the fact that Aiden didn’t so much as glance at him as he said it, as if Caden weren’t important at all.

“Think about it,” Aiden continued. “You and I combined… the things we could accomplish.”

The entity drifted closer, the air warping around its presence. Are you certain this is what you want?

“I want power,” Aiden whispered, his eyes gleaming. “And I know you can give it to me.” He looked eager, the way he’d always looked before attempting a dangerous new spell. The way he’d looked that night in Doctor Anderson’s house when he’d torn open the rift for the very first time.

And the price?

Aiden looked at Caden, and suddenly Caden was transported back to elementary school. To the day he’d come home sobbing after all the other kids ran away from him, calling him names. Aiden had been the one to comfort him first. He’d dried his tears and told him that he was better than all of them. You don’t need other people, he’d said. You have me. And when Caden had been bullied by a boy in middle school, Aiden had taken care of that, too, in a way that had both thrilled and terrified Caden.

Aiden wasn’t kind, and he wasn’t good. But in his own way, he had always looked out for his younger brother. Just as he was doing now.

“Wait,” Caden began.

“Take me and not my brother, and I will pay your price,” Aiden said.

Done.

The demon flew at Aiden.

“Now!” Aiden yelled, flinging something at it. It sparkled like tiny chips of diamonds. Salt? There was no way that would be enough to stop—

Vivienne appeared just behind him. She pulled back her arm and threw something that sailed through the air, its surface glittering, a large round rock the size of her fist. No, not a rock.

A sealing stone. Her sealing stone.

It hit the place where the demon hovered, and the demon grew somehow more solid, like mist darkening to smoke. Caden felt a flicker of surprise from it before Aiden stepped into that smoke, closed his eyes, and breathed it in.




31. RAE

Rae screamed, stumbling back from the queen centipede and holding the energy reader up as a shield, bracing herself for an impact that never came.

Seconds ticked past, and Rae slowly lowered the reader. The queen was still looming over her, poised to strike, only now Rae noticed the glass gleaming around her, a giant tube wide enough that Rae would have had to extend both arms to wrap around the front of it.

“What the…?” Rae whispered, scanning the room. Identical glass tubes lined the walls, stretching around the curved corners to either side and running from the floor all the way up to the ceiling. Some of the tubes contained full-grown insects like the queen in front of her, but most of the ones she could see had giant egg sacs drifting slowly inside. With the red lighting, they looked like they were floating in massive vials of blood. “What is this?”

“Exactly what it looks like. A laboratory.” Patrick strolled over and rested a hand on the tube in front of her. “The creatures inside are held in a sort of stasis, a lucid, dreamlike state.”

Rae swallowed and inched farther back.

He chuckled. “They can’t hurt you. These pods are very secure.”

She looked at all those tubes. “And are there bugs in all of them?”

“All these ones.”

Rae really didn’t like the way he’d emphasized “these.” Suddenly her suit felt way too thin and flimsy, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to see the rest of the ship anymore. “And, um, you’re sure none of them can get out?”

“I’m sure. Well, except for those ones.” He jerked his chin at something on the other side of the room.

Rae turned to see what he was looking at. Three tubes sat empty, the front of each cracked open slightly, all the fluid gone. “What happened there?”

“I would assume there was some kind of malfunction, either before or after the ship crashed, that allowed the specimens inside to escape. Otherwise, these pods are designed not to open unless the ship loses all power. And since the emergency power is a renewable source, meant to last indefinitely, the only way to shut it off completely would be to power up the ship and then intentionally power it all the way down.”

Rae nodded, but something about all of this bothered her. Okay, everything about it bothered her. Here she was, exploring a giant spaceship, and it had an entire species of alien bugs imprisoned in separate tubes. Why? It was just so… creepy. She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting, but certainly not this. “The bug that got out…,” she began.

Patrick sighed. “A mistake. When my team opened the ship, they weren’t properly prepared, and they accidentally allowed one of the queens to escape before they resealed the airlock.”

“Accidentally,” Rae said, not bothering to hide her skepticism. “I saw the Green On! tag on that queen.”

“Oh, did you?” Patrick’s eyebrows rose. “I wondered if you’d noticed that. Believe me or not, but the escape itself was an accident. And it really did take us a bit of time to track it down afterward. I meant it when I said that these tunnels are much easier for children like yourself to navigate.” He flashed a smile.

Rae did not return it. “But you did find it,” she said quietly. “You found it, and you tagged it, and then you let it go again to feast on our town.” She tried not to remember the bodies she’d found—her cross-country coach with half her chest torn open, Gary the Goatman and his tragic, innocent goats. All that death.

“That was Green On!’s decision. I voted against it, actually.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Think what you like. But those above me in the organization overruled my suggestions.”

“Why would Green On! want to let one of those things roam around our town?”

“To gather information, of course. Take readings, see how it interacted with the environment, develop an extermination plan. They determined that was more important than any potential risks.”

“Potential?” Rae could hardly believe what he’d just said. “It ate people!”

“Only a few.” Patrick tilted his head, studying her face. “They were able to develop a highly effective poison within a very short time. One that you and Ms. Matsuoka tested with admirable results. Isn’t the sacrifice of a few lives worth that?”

Rae shook her head. “They could have gotten the same results testing it in a lab.”

“Maybe. But they wouldn’t have been able to accurately determine what an infestation would look like. Now they can.” He started walking across the room, his steps slow but deliberate.

Rae took one last look at the horror show around her, then followed after him.

“Their actions did make my life easier,” Patrick continued conversationally, as if they were discussing the weather and not how the largest company in Whispering Pines had allowed giant flesh-eating creatures to infest their town. “I was able to douse this ship in the spray they created and save myself the trouble of dealing with the insects that were still running about. Perhaps you smelled it? I added a hint of citrus to make the experience more pleasant.”

“Pleasant,” Rae said flatly.

“Oh, yes. For the same reason, I had all the corpses removed. I didn’t want them to detract from my triumphant moment.” He stopped at another blank expanse of wall on the other side of the room. This one stood out since, unlike the rest of the wall, it was clear of tubes. Rae noticed now that it wasn’t just blank, either; there was actually an off-colored panel at shoulder height. Patrick pressed his hand against it, his palm sinking in a quarter inch. Then he twisted his hand, and the door appeared.

She followed him into the next room. This one was also full of tubes, although they were narrower, the shapes inside different from the ones in the other room. Some were huge and round, others almost human-shaped. One had thousands of tiny spots that all quivered when she moved past. It reminded her of the bowl of eyeballs the Unseeing had kept on his fireplace mantel.

“What is this ship?” Rae asked. “Some kind of monster zoo?”

Patrick laughed. “I can see how you’d think that.” He ran a hand across one of the glass tubes in an almost gentle caress. “But no, these aren’t monsters. They are merely the life forms of a far distant world. Some of them, like these, are fully developed. But if you walk farther that way”—he pointed to the left—“you’ll see that most are kept in an embryonic stage.”

He strode through the rest of the room, barely glancing at the other tubes. Rae followed behind more slowly, her steps heavy as her mind struggled to make sense of all of this. She’d been so excited to step on board an actual alien spacecraft and see what kind of secrets it held. And now?

Now she wished she hadn’t seen any of this.

This desire to hide her head in the sand went against everything she thought she believed in. What would her dad think if he knew she regretted learning the truth? If she turned and ran away from all of this now? He’d be so ashamed of her. So she forced herself to keep walking between those rows of tubes with their horrific contents as Patrick opened yet another door.

“Ah, and here’s the control room.” He turned back to her, smiling. “Relax, Ms. Carter. Your journey is almost done.”

For some reason, those words made Rae almost as uneasy as his smile. It felt like there had been some sort of shift in Patrick. Like he was a character in a play, and he’d just decided he was done playing that part. And as she stared up at that doorway looming in front of her, snippets of one of the last conversations she’d ever heard between her dad and mom floated through her mind. It was just after he’d discovered the alien locked up in a secret underground lab.

I saw it. With my own eyes. I wasn’t supposed to. But I did. And now? I can’t unsee it.

Rae blinked the memory away, but for the first time she wondered if maybe her dad had felt the same way at that moment as she did now. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to know the truth at all. It had been forced on him by circumstances, and then he was stuck deciding what to do with his new knowledge.

Because he was right: once you saw something, you couldn’t unsee it. Now that Rae was here, on this ship, and knew what else was on it, she couldn’t pretend not to know. No matter how far or how fast she ran, the knowledge would come with her. So she might as well continue forward and see it through to the end.

But still she hesitated. For some reason this moment reminded her of when she’d followed Ivan into the rundown cabin in the middle of the Watchful Woods. He’d told her she had to follow him to save Alyssa, but the whole thing had been a trap. Alyssa hadn’t even been there. Instead, Rae had just put herself in danger and endangered another friend when her actions pulled Caden into it too. Caden, who had told her she was always jumping in too fast, who wanted her to slow down and think things through first.

What would he do in this situation?

She looked down at the energy reader cradled in her arms. If she brought it to Patrick, he would use it to establish a link to the Other Place, and then she might be able to save her friends. But… he would also use it to power up this ship.

“Ms. Carter?” Patrick called from inside the control room.

Rae looked up at the red tubes pulsing on either side of the darkened doorway. Then she turned and took in all the hundreds, maybe thousands of tubes behind her, with all the different species waiting inside. She thought of the bugs that had been worming their way through the tunnels below her town. How quickly they grew and began taking over. And she imagined the rest of these tubes opening, the creatures inside pouring free in a crimson tide, unleashed upon Whispering Pines.

Suddenly she knew exactly what this ship was. It wasn’t a zoo at all.

It was an invasion.




32. CADEN

Caden stared at his brother, not sure what was going to happen next. Aiden had just somehow breathed in a demon. Caden had never heard of anyone doing anything like that before. Until this moment, he would have said it was impossible.

Aiden opened his eyes and smiled. A normal, human smile.

“Are you… okay?” Caden wasn’t sure what else to ask.

“Me? I feel amazing.”

“But the demon—”

“Is gone. I banished it.”

“But… how?” Caden asked. He knew enough about exorcisms to know they were nothing like what he’d just witnessed.

“I caught it in its weakest moment—a time of transition—and with the help of your friend’s sealing stone, well…” Aiden shrugged as if that explained everything.

Caden glanced at Vivienne, who was standing frozen behind Aiden, her mouth open. “But where did you come from?” he asked, desperate. He didn’t understand how any of this was possible. “How did the two of you coordinate all of this? What exactly did you do?”

“Rae’s prattling made me realize you might be foolish enough to stay here—that ridiculous guilty conscience of yours—and so I convinced Mom to open the rift and let me through.” Aiden brushed off the front of his suit, then adjusted his sleeves, his expression way too casual.

“Mom opened the rift?”

“Shocking, I know. But I explained that soon enough there wouldn’t be a barrier at all, and she decided to take the risk if it meant I might be able to save you.” Aiden’s mouth twisted. “She always did love you best.”

Caden gaped at his brother. Of all the impossible things he’d heard today, that one had to be at the top.

“The moment I came through, I tracked down Vivienne, convinced her to use her talisman to help, and here we are.” Aiden spread his hands wide.

“I still can’t believe it worked,” Vivienne said.

Caden couldn’t either. And as he looked into his brother’s carefully expressionless face, he knew Aiden was hiding something. “The demon…,” he began.

Vivienne gasped, her eyes widening as if the scene in front of her had just come into focus. “Alyssa!” She started forward.

Aiden’s hand lashed out, catching her by the arm. “Wait.”

“Let me go!”

“Stepping inside the pentagram would be a very bad idea.”

Vivienne stopped struggling and looked, clearly taking it all in: the star carved into the ground, the interns collapsed at each of the four legs, and Caden still sitting cross-legged in the middle. “What is this?”

“A spell. Obviously.” Aiden smirked.

Vivienne scowled at him. “Can we break it?”

“Probably. But I’m not sure if we should.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s the only thing holding the Other Place together.”

“I thought you wanted this place destroyed,” Vivienne said.

“Yes, but preferably not with me still in it.”

“Why?” Caden asked. “What would happen?”

“Honestly? I’m not really sure. I believe Meadowbrook—and everything in it—would reappear in our dimension again, smack-dab in the middle of the Watchful Woods. But I don’t know if we would survive that transition. The energy backlash…” He shook his head. “The smart thing would be to pry you free, leave the rest of these bodies alone, and go now, while we still can.”

“They’re not bodies,” Vivienne snapped. “They’re our friends! And we’re not leaving without them.”

“Is this really the time for sentimentality?” Aiden asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” Caden spoke up. He could feel the energy around him surging wildly now, ready to gush forth, barely contained beneath this spell. It was like trying to hold together a gaping wound with a single flimsy Band-Aid. “The spell is not going to last much longer, whether we break it ourselves or not.”

“Fine.” Aiden scowled. “The first step would be for you to leave the pentagram, then.”

Caden took a deep breath, then pushed himself to his feet and stepped carefully outside the line. He waited, expecting to feel… something. But nothing happened. “Well, that was anticlimac—”

A Devourer shrieked, the sound long and pitiful and way too close for comfort.

“What have you learned about challenging the universe?” Aiden demanded.

“Sorry,” Caden whispered.

Another Devourer shrieked, and he flinched and looked around. He couldn’t see them, but he could feel their presence. A whole army of creatures, all moving this way. Fast.

“Will they still, um, stay away from you?” Vivienne asked Aiden.

“Nope. That magic is gone. If we don’t want to be lunch, we’d better hurry.”

“Hurry where?” Caden asked, looking around the square. It looked the same as before: swirling mist, empty buildings, the trappings of the Other Place still in effect.

“There’s an opening in the stone wall; that’s where Mom tore the rift. She’ll hold it for us as long as she can, but…”

Another scream echoed somewhere in the village. It sounded closer.

“We need to go. Now,” Aiden said.

“You do what you want. I’m with Vivienne; I won’t leave without the others.” Caden hurried over to Alyssa, not bothering to wait and see what his brother would do. If Aiden wanted to leave without them, well, it would hardly be the first time.

Caden looked down at Alyssa. Her long blond hair had come loose from its ponytail to cascade across her face and down the shoulders of her green suit, and she lay curled on her side like a baby. Carefully, he reached into the pentagram, grabbed her under the arms, and dragged her out. The moment she was across the line, she began to stir.

Vivienne rushed to her side. “Come on, Alyssa, wake up. We’ve got to move.”

“Vivi?” Alyssa murmured, sitting up. “What’s going on?”

“Shh. I’ll explain later. I need you to stand up now. Hurry.”

“I was having this really weird dream, and…” Alyssa trailed off. “What are you wearing?” Then she looked down at herself. “What am I wearing?”

Caden turned away, reassured that she was herself. He hauled Becka out next, glancing up to see Aiden standing there impatiently, watching, before rushing over to grab Matt. “You could help, you know,” Caden grunted. Matt was one of the biggest kids in their school, and unconscious he lay there like a sack of grain.

“Only you can safely cross the lines of the pentagram,” Aiden said. “So sorry.”

“I’ll bet you are,” Caden grumbled, finally dragging Matt’s whole body free. Matt moaned and turned over, and Caden left him to sprint to the last body. Nate.

As soon as Nate crossed the line, he stirred, blinking. “Caden?” He sat up, his curly hair a wild tangle around his face. “Is this real? Are we alive?”

“We must be,” Becka groaned. “Being dead would be less painful.”

“Much less,” Matt agreed, pushing himself shakily to his feet. “My dad warned me about unpaid internships. I should’ve listened.”

“Whoa, Vivienne?” Nate staggered to his feet, then swayed. “Really?” He threw his arms around her, almost tackling her to the ground. “You’re alive! And I’m alive! I thought we were all toast!”

“Get off me,” Vivienne said, laughing, her relief filling the clearing.

“This reunion is heartwarming, truly,” Aiden said, his voice thick with sarcasm, “but we are out of time. They’re coming.”

“What’s coming?” Becka asked, stooping and picking up a hefty stick.

Caden caught a glimpse of several glowing eyes across the square. “Nothing you can fight,” he said. “We need to run. Now!”

The Devourer in the front threw back its head and screamed, a sound full of rage and hunger, and then it charged straight at them. Without another word, everyone turned and ran in the opposite direction, Aiden taking the lead.

The moment Caden stepped outside the town square, nausea hit him, his stomach roiling as if he were clinging to a raft in the middle of the storm-tossed sea. The light around him changed, becoming something unpredictable and violent, flashing brighter, then dimming, then flashing again before going completely dark.

Nothing he saw made sense, his vision spotted, his mind confused by the images. It felt like the world was out of focus. Like he were staring at two pictures laid one on top of the other, only they weren’t quite in sync. He was running down the narrow dirt street between houses in Meadowbrook, and then, abruptly, he was sprinting past a cluster of thick pine trees, the light changing from greenish yellow to the gentle glow of a full moon and then back again sickeningly.

In front of him Nate staggered, almost falling, and Caden had to put out a hand to keep him up. “What’s happening?” he gasped.

“The barrier between our world and the Other Place has begun to unravel,” Caden said grimly.

“What should we do?”

“Keep running. Don’t stop. Don’t slow down. Just go!” He shoved Nate forward and prayed they would all be fast enough.




33. RAE

Rae clutched the energy reader to her chest and ran back across the room, only to find that the door on the other side had closed. Nothing but smooth, blank wall greeted her. Desperately, she ran one hand across it, searching for the panel Patrick had used but finding nothing.

She glanced over her shoulder. Any second now he’d realize she wasn’t following him and come after her. Quickly she popped one of her gloves off, gripping it with her teeth, and pressed her bare palm against the wall of the ship. It felt oddly spongy and a little warm, almost like it was made of flesh. Rae recoiled at the sensation, then forced herself to keep trying, pressing harder. But nothing happened.

“I’m afraid you won’t be able to open it,” Patrick said calmly from behind her.

Rae whipped around, her glove dropping to the ground.

He stood across the room, leaning casually against one of the tubes, the doorway leading into the control room still gaping open behind him.

Rae backed up a step, then turned and sprinted away, running past tube after tube. She followed the curve of the room, scanning the wall for a blank space, a secret door, praying she’d find something she could open. Every few steps she glanced behind her, expecting to see movement, but there was nothing. Only the eerie red glow of the emergency lights oozing up from the floorboards, trickling down from the ceiling like blood, and reflecting off the rows of tubes. And inside each tube, another nightmare.

She couldn’t allow herself to be distracted, but it was impossible not to glance at those dark, floating shapes as she raced past. And then she saw a tube without anything inside. Her steps slowed despite herself, and she looked closer. It was definitely empty, the front slightly ajar. The one next to it was empty, too, and the next one.

Rae kept going, counting more than two dozen empty tubes before she came to one that was occupied again.

The creature inside was long and sinewy, with ink-black skin and two sets of eyes. Its arms were short and ended in sharp talons, and it had a tail. But its biggest defining feature was its mouth, which stretched wide and gaped open, the inside filled with jagged teeth.

A Devourer.

Rae gasped and backed up, smacking into the tube behind her. She turned to see another Devourer drifting silently inside. What did this mean? How was a creature from the Other Place on this ship? And why? Her horror mounting, Rae forgot all about hiding. Instead, she wandered down the rest of the row, staring into each tube.

There were rows of Devourers with their terrifying mouths full of teeth, the small, slitted eyes, the smooth lines of their neck and tails. Beyond them were other creatures that looked like they belonged in that alternate dimension, things with tentacles and fangs. And interspersed throughout were more empty tubes.

Rae could only guess the creatures in them had escaped from their pods when the ship crashed. And since she’d last seen some of them roaming free in the Other Place, she assumed they had somehow made it off the ship too. They must have been the monsters that had descended upon the colony of Meadowbrook. The ones Caden’s ancestor had locked away in an alternate dimension.

This, here, was the truth of the Other Place. Not magic at all, but extraterrestrial in nature. A place of aliens instead of monsters. So going into that dimension really had been like stepping foot on another world.

She could imagine what it had been like hundreds of years ago for the people of Meadowbrook: the fire from the sky, the strange billowing yellowish-green clouds, and the creatures that tore through their streets. No wonder they had thought it was God’s reckoning. It was all too easy to imagine the same thing happening again, all these years later, but this time to Whispering Pines.

And from there, the rest of the world.

She could never allow Patrick to get his hands on the power he needed to open these pods. She hugged the energy reader against her chest, knowing she had no idea how to stop him. She was trapped here like a bug in a jar.

Footsteps thumped behind her, and she took off, sprinting away from the creatures of the Other Place. She had no idea how big this ship was; distances here were deceptive, with the curve of the room and the glow of the lights and the seemingly endless stretches of glass on either side. She felt like she might run forever, caught in an infinity loop. But then the way ahead ended abruptly in another smooth expanse of wall.

Rae slowed, panting. She felt too hot in her suit, her hands sweaty, the red light stabbing into her eyes. It reminded her of the alarms at Green On!, and she could feel her panic rising, threatening to drown her.

Calm down, she ordered herself. Panicking never helped. But it was hard when every instinct in her body told her to do something, and quickly. Only what? If she couldn’t run, maybe she could hide.

She turned and looked at the nearest tube.

A familiar face looked back.

It was a mistake, a trick. It had to be. She stared hard at the dark form shifting lazily inside. It turned and twisted gently in an invisible current and was almost peaceful to watch, like observing a jellyfish. A humanoid jellyfish, with two arms and two legs.

And a head covered in heavily styled short blond hair.

Rae’s heart stopped beating. It was no mistake.

Ms. Lockett was trapped inside.

Another human floated in the tube next to her: Doctor Anderson, her former therapist. He drifted silently, his eyes closed and his mouth open in what could only be a silent scream for help, the mystery of his continued disappearance suddenly horrifyingly clear.

Rae felt like she’d been sucked inside a nightmare. As she turned away, she saw there was one more tube waiting at the end of the row, only this one stood empty. And unlike the other abandoned tubes on the ship, its door was wide open.

“Nowhere left to run, is there, Ms. Carter?” Patrick said.

Rae spun to find him blocking her path.

He walked slowly toward her, and she backed up until she was level with that last pod. “At least now I won’t have to carry you to your accommodations.”

And suddenly Rae knew why that pod was empty. It was waiting.

Waiting for her.




34. CADEN

For the first time, Caden wasn’t the slowest; Nate, Becka, and Matt were all falling behind. Even Alyssa, who was normally almost as fast as Vivienne, was barely keeping ahead of him. Caden intentionally slowed, despite every instinct in his body telling him to run faster, harder, to keep running until he was safe. He hadn’t come this far to rescue his friends just to lose them now.

Trees burst from the ground on either side, branches snaking out toward him to snatch at his hair, roots rising up to trip his feet. He passed a large wooden building that rotted before his eyes, the wood decaying, the roof collapsing inward, and another that was even further gone, all the years catching up to them in a heartbeat. The air smelled like the woods now, all damp, rich soil and fresh growing things, with only the barest hint of spoiled food. And most of the yellowish-green mist had vanished, with only a few wisps remaining.

The barrier between dimensions was no more.

Caden expected to feel the energy backlash Aiden had predicted, but instead he sensed something else tugging at that power, yanking it away. The remaining energies of the Other Place surged and bucked, that mysterious source sucking it all in.

He didn’t have time to worry about it; the Devourers were gaining on them. Gritting his teeth, he focused on the nearest creatures, trying to use his gifts to send them in another direction. He could feel their confusion, but it wasn’t enough.

“Hurry!” Vivienne yelled up ahead.

Caden blinked, realizing that he was now the one far behind.

A tentacle whipped out of nowhere and caught him across the legs. He tripped and went sprawling in the dirt, then rolled as another tentacle lashed out. The forest was suddenly alive with moving, slithering shapes, jagged teeth, and all those glowing eyes. A compact shape launched itself at him, its short, sharp teeth bared in a silent snarl, and he knew he would never get out of its way in time.

Maybe he’d always been meant to die tonight after all.




35. RAE

Rae thought of being stuck in one of those tubes, unable to move, to breathe, and cold horror washed over her. “Why?” she choked.

“Well,” Patrick said, obviously enjoying her fear, “originally I thought I’d save that pod for your friend, Ms. Matsuoka. Once her transformation is complete, that is. But my plans had to change recently.”

“Transformation?”

“She’s playing host to a unique extraterrestrial species. Didn’t you know? Or… let me guess. You still thought she was under a ‘curse’? How… charming.”

Rae’s head spun with this new information. “What about her cure?”

“Unfortunately, there is none.”

Rae gaped. “But… but you said—”

“That I could help take care of her affliction.” He spread his hands. “This is true. I could have sped the process up, allowing the alien growing inside her to take complete control. Her struggles, therefore, would be over.”

“You’re a monster,” she whispered.

“Am I, though?”

“Why can’t you remove the alien like you did with Blake?”

“That may have been possible in the very beginning stages, but now…” Patrick shrugged, like Vivienne’s fate held little importance to him. “Now their DNA, their very essence, has gotten so mixed that I don’t believe it would be possible to extract one without destroying both of them.”

Rae’s hands shook around the energy reader. She didn’t believe Patrick; he had lied before. They would find a cure for Vivienne. “Why do you want me?” she asked, retreating a step. “I don’t have any special abilities or aliens growing inside me.”

“You might not be particularly special, but your father is. He is that rare combination of highly intelligent and also emotionally susceptible. Very useful.” He chuckled. “I was able to convince him to help me out of a tricky situation a while back.”

“What kind of situation?” Rae asked, trying to keep him talking.

“It’s a long and interesting story, really. I was actually in Northern California looking for this ship, trying to figure out why no one had established contact yet, when I was caught in a snare.”

“A snare?”

“Oh, yes. Imagine my surprise, caught and then held prisoner in a primitive cell. I would still be there today, except your father stumbled onto my existence and helped me to escape.”

“My father did?” Rae stared at Patrick, trying to imagine him in a cell with his fancy suits and his well-groomed hair and… and… her mind froze, a realization slowly growing bigger and stronger until it was impossible to ignore. “You’re the alien,” she whispered. “The one in his photograph.”

Patrick smiled. “In the flesh. Well.” He looked down at himself. “At the moment, in someone else’s flesh, technically.”

Rae did not want to think too hard about that one.

Patrick took a step toward her, and another.

“But if my dad helped you,” Rae said hurriedly, “why are you doing this?” She could feel that empty pod lurking next to her, its open door gaping like a giant mouth ready to swallow her whole.

“Unfortunately, your dad has gotten involved with a certain… group… that is at cross-purposes to me. And the time might come when I need a bit of leverage against them. However, in gratitude to your father for his kindness toward me, I have decided not to harm any of his family members, so your mother and sister will be left free. And you will be safe. Merely asleep.” He flashed a smile. “Also because a living hostage is much preferable to a dead one. So now I’m going to offer you a choice. We can do this the easy way, or…” He trailed off, letting Rae’s brain fill in the rest.

“Like I’m really going to just let you stuff me in a—” Rae intentionally lunged midsentence, hoping to catch him off guard. And it worked; she bolted past him, the hall stretching long and curved ahead.

But she barely made it three steps before he caught her, slamming into her from behind.

Rae crashed face-first into the ground, the energy reader flying from her grip. Spots erupted in her vision, and she lay there dazed and gasping for a precious half second before scrabbling up to her hands and knees. Patrick grabbed her by the neck of her Green On! suit and hauled her to her feet, dragging her backward toward the pod. Her head pounded and blood dripped freely down her nose, but she ignored all of that, scratching and clawing at his hand, twisting like a cat, struggling to hit, to kick.

It was like fighting an iron bar. None of her blows were effective; Patrick ignored them and just twisted his grip, her collar tightening, the stiff fabric cutting off her air supply.

“We could have done this the easy way,” Patrick said, as calmly as someone describing a warm summer day. “It would have been practically painless for you since I really do have nothing personal against you.”

Rae choked, her focus narrowing to that thin band around her neck, the fingers that wouldn’t budge, the pounding of her blood in her ears.

“Remember, you chose this,” Patrick continued, ignoring the terrible sounds she was making, the way her feet slid bonelessly against the ground, not caring that he was hurting her. But even the pain was starting to move far away, like it belonged to someone else, the world growing dimmer, dimmer.

If she passed out now, she wouldn’t have a chance.

Despite that knowledge, Rae could feel herself slipping, everything going gray. The edges of her vision fell away, and it was as though she were inside a tunnel. She couldn’t hear anything over the roaring in her ears, and her whole body was growing weak and clumsy. She kept forgetting where she was, what she was doing, why it mattered, her memories as scattered as leaves in the fall.

Patrick’s grip loosened slightly. Rae managed a tiny sip of air, and it was like a shot of oxygen to her brain. What was she doing?

Instead of continuing to try to tug herself free, she forced herself to stop fighting his hand and instead fumbled with the zipper on her front pocket for the EpiPen. It was her only weapon.

Her only chance.

She wrapped her fingers around the slim plastic cartridge, pulled it out, and—

Patrick whipped her around and tossed her straight at the pod’s opening.

Rae instinctively flung her arms and legs out, catching the edges of the pod. Pain radiated up her right wrist, and the EpiPen went clattering to the floor, but she clung to the outside of the pod with everything she had, sucking in ragged gasps of breath.

“This is getting ridiculous.” Patrick reached for her. She dropped to the ground, then rolled in the direction the EpiPen had flown, scrabbling for it, her fingertips brushing against it.

He grabbed her by the boot and pulled her back, her weapon just out of reach.

Rae cried out in frustration, thrashing her legs, then kicking at the edge of her own boot, pushing it down and her foot up. She popped free, then lunged forward, not caring about the pain as she slammed into the hard metal floor again, and this time she got a firm hold on her EpiPen.

Patrick grabbed a handful of her hair. Tears sprang to her eyes as he yanked her toward him, her scalp on fire. “What do you—”

Rae twisted toward him and struck, plunging the EpiPen into his thigh and pushing the auto-injector.

Snarling like some wild beast, Patrick flung her away from him to crash against the wall. He ripped the needle from his leg, dropped it, and stomped it to pieces. “Did you really think this would have any effect at all? On me? Have you figured nothing out?”

Rae scrabbled backward, trying to get her feet under her as he advanced, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps, her hands icy with terror.

“Unfortunately for you, Ms. Carter, your human drugs don’t work on…” He blinked, his expression growing odd and distant. “On…” He stumbled, then stood still, swaying slightly, his eyes unfocused. His legs started to buckle, and he staggered a few feet, putting one hand on the edge of the pod for balance, then blinked again. His blue eyes shifted, turning completely black. No blue iris, no white, just pure, inky darkness like the space between stars.

Rae launched herself up and shoved him with all her strength. Straight into the pod.

He fell inside, and immediately a wall of glass closed up the hole and liquid gushed in from both the top and bottom. Patrick whirled, slamming his hands against the glass, his movements sluggish. His strange eyes drooped and then fluttered closed. And as the pod filled up completely, he floated, lost in its sea.

Rae sagged. It was over. She was safe.

Thump!

She screamed. Patrick’s face was pressed right up against the door, his eyes open again and staring straight at her. Those eyes of pitch, so like the alien’s eyes in the photo her dad took.

He pressed a hand against the glass, his fingers sliding soundlessly down before he drifted into unconsciousness. Still trapped.




36. CADEN

What are you doing?” Vivienne screamed in Caden’s face. “Get up!”

He blinked up at her. Her eyes still gleamed strangely in the moonlight, more like the monsters of the Other Place, and her teeth still looked a little too white and a little too sharp, but the rest of her face was all hers. Unlike the things swarming in around her.

A Devourer lunged, and Vivienne ducked under it, then spun, whipping her knife out and up in a long arc that took the creature’s head clean off. Blood gushed all around them, pumping from the severed neck, splashing the ground. She leaped back before it could hit her and clapped her free hand over her mouth, her body rigid.

Blood had a terrible effect on her. And he wasn’t sure what had happened to her sealing stone after she’d used it against the demon. She might have nothing to prevent the curse from taking over.

Caden got quickly to his feet, eyeing her.

Slowly, she lowered her hand. “I’m… okay.” Her eyes narrowed, and for a second there was something else there again. It reminded Caden horribly of the demon—hungry and cruel—before it was gone again. “Move!”

A tentacle whooshed toward him, and he ducked, stumbling away. And then Vivienne was there next to him, hauling him forward. “I’m getting tired of saving your butt.”

“If we survive,” he gasped, “I’ll take up running.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah,” he panted. “I… can take… a hint.”

“About time.” Vivienne let him go but stayed just behind him as they ran. He could see the wall now up ahead. It shimmered against the night as if the stones were wet and filled with starlight. Behind it he could see shapes moving—human shapes—their chanting filling the air. A single gap was open in the otherwise-unbroken stonework, barely wide enough for a person to fit through, and he knew as soon as he crossed through it that he’d be safe.

Ten feet, then five.

And then he was through and stumbling to a halt, Vivienne gasping next to him.

“Now!” he heard his mom yell. There was a flash of light, a clap of noise like a thunderbolt, and then a terrible ringing silence.

Caden turned slowly, afraid of what he’d see.

The stone wall gleamed, its surface as dark as the night itself. He could feel the power radiating off it like heat from a stove, and as his eyes trailed up, he realized the very air itself was shimmering above it.

“It’s a holding spell,” his mom said, her face haggard in the moonlight. “It should contain all the monsters from the Other Place within its borders so they aren’t able to feast on the town. For a while, at least.”

“And the other kids?”

“They all made it through. Everyone’s safe.”

Caden closed his eyes, the force of his relief so strong he almost melted under its weight. When he opened his eyes again, his mom was staring at him, her lips quivering.

“Mom,” he began hesitantly.

And then she was sobbing and hugging him. His dad joined them, and even, to Caden’s surprise, Aiden, the four of them hugging tightly.

Caden had never felt like more of a family than he did at that moment. He might have Rae now in his life, and Vivienne, and possibly Nate. Friends, real friends. But no one would understand him like his brother or his parents did. For better or worse.




37. RAE

Rae stared morosely at the queen in her menacing position a few feet away. To think she had almost been just like her, trapped in a pod as an eternity passed her by. Now she was still trapped with only comatose beings for company. In fact, her situation was actually worse because she had to deal with physical issues like hunger and thirst. Plus, she was aware of time passing as she sat there, huddled against the plain metal door.

It was impossible to know how much time passed; the lighting never changed to give any indication. Occasionally, an alien seemed to shift inside its pod, and a trail of bubbles would race to the top, but other than that and the soft, droning buzz of the energy reader on the ground next to her, everything else was quiet and still.

Maybe she should have just let Patrick stick her in a pod and be done with it.

Rae scowled, shoving that thought away. It sounded too much like giving up, and she wasn’t ready to do that. Not yet. But she didn’t really know what else she could try.

She’d already attempted all the sensible things, like seeing if there was a manual override or some other trick that would allow her to open the door. When that didn’t work, she’d wandered the entire large room, past all those super creepy tubes, searching for any other way out. She felt certain there had to be other doors, but she couldn’t find any of them, and so eventually she had ended up back here, where she’d tried—for the hundredth time—to call for help on her phone. But cell phone reception in Whispering Pines was unreliable at the best of times. And trapped inside a spaceship at the bottom of a sinkhole, she had—unsurprisingly—zero bars. So finally she had resorted to her old standby: pounding on the door and screaming until her hands and throat ached.

So far that hadn’t worked too well for her either.

She leaned her head back and closed her eyes, trying to imagine what it would be like to stay here forever, slowly wasting away.

Something skittered against the metal on the other side of the door. Rae’s eyes flew open, her breath catching. She stared at that queen again, picturing something just like it crawling around the ship. What if Patrick hadn’t gotten all of them?

Suddenly she could think of worse things than dying slowly here—like feeling an alien growing inside her and then dying quickly instead when it burst from her stomach. Trembling, she picked up the energy reader and pushed herself to her feet, holding the device in front of her like a shield.

The skittering got louder, then turned into banging, and then… voices. Rae froze, listening intently. It wasn’t just her imagination, was it?

Someone swore out there, and Rae’s pulse leaped. “In here!” she yelled hoarsely, her throat raw. She pounded on the door, too, for good measure, barely feeling the pain in her bruised hands.

“Rae? Is that you?” Doctor Nguyen’s voice called.

“It’s me,” Rae said, then began crying. She couldn’t stop, the tears coursing down her face. Doctor Nguyen had come for her. She wasn’t going to die here, surrounded by aliens. Patrick must have been lying about the doors, the same way he’d lied about so many things. She watched the tears dripping down and soaking into her sock—she never did put her boot back on—and knew that she was going to be okay after all.

When the door finally opened, Rae all but fell out into Doctor Nguyen’s arms, sobbing. She was just so tired, with the journey through the Other Place, and the underground labs, and now this spaceship, and just… everything. She couldn’t seem to stop crying, even though she hated how much she sounded like a baby.

Doctor Nguyen gave her an awkward, comforting hug.

Eventually Rae pulled away, her sobs turning to sniffles, and someone from Doctor Nguyen’s team handed her a tissue.

“Thank you,” she croaked at him. “I really thought I would never get off this ship.”

“Don’t worry,” Doctor Nguyen told her. “I’ve been studying the engineering of spaceships for quite a few years now, and one thing I have learned is how to open a door.”

Rae wanted to laugh, but all the crying had hollowed her out, and she had no room for any other emotions. “Caden and Vivienne—” she began.

“Are safe,” Doctor Nguyen said, smiling. “They escaped the Other Place, along with the rest of the interns.”

Rae could hardly believe that. “They’re not trapped?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Nate texted me about an hour ago. Everyone is home now, probably asleep.”

“But… how…?”

“Tell you what, let’s get you cleaned up and back home now, okay? And I can answer your questions tomorrow when you’re rested.”

“Promise?”

“I do.”

Rae looked into Doctor Nguyen’s eyes. And even though she knew the scientist couldn’t be entirely trusted, she decided to believe her. She was too tired not to.




38. CADEN

Caden lay on his back next to the wall. He’d agreed to take a shift out here even though he was beyond tired, because beneath that exhaustion he felt way too wired to sleep. His parents, on the other hand, looked like they were seconds from falling over. To his surprise, Aiden had asked to share the shift with him.

“I still can’t believe the Other Place is gone,” Aiden said, the two of them staring up at the full moon. “Everything is going to be different now.”

Caden wasn’t sure what, exactly, would change now that there was no Other Place. The Watchful Woods was still full of monsters that would have to be dealt with before he could truly move on. But after that… Did this mean he really was free?

Aiden turned to face him, grinning. “That was pretty amazing out there, by the way. I can’t wait until the two of us are running Paranormal Price together.”

“Wait, what?” Caden pressed a hand into the grass beneath him, suddenly dizzy.

“Oh yeah. Now that we won’t be hobbled inside this tiny corner of the world, there’s almost no limit to where we can go. What we can do. Because I’ve realized that I don’t want to do it alone. We’ll be a team, you and me. We’ll take over together.”

“Take over…” Caden felt the faint stirrings of a new unease rippling through him. “I thought your powers…”

“They’re gone. But that’s okay. I have new ones now.” Aiden held up his hands, and for the first time Caden noticed that the ring on his thumb had turned a deep crimson red, like the coals of a fire. “And I can’t wait to test them out.”

Caden stared at him. “The demon… it’s not really gone, is it?”

Aiden lifted his eyebrows.

“Wait,” Caden said quickly. “On second thought, don’t tell me.” He turned his head again and looked up into the cool blue moon above. “At least, not tonight, please. I need a break.”

Aiden laughed. “Okay. I can promise you that, little brother.”

“Thank you.” Caden pressed a hand into the stone wall, feeling the vibration of the spell inside it. He knew there wouldn’t be much rest for him in the days to come. But at least he’d never have to worry about being bored.

Not in this town.




39. RAE

Sunlight beat on Rae’s eyelids the next morning. She snuggled down deeper into her warm blankets just as something heavy sat on the edge of her bed.

“You have a lot of explaining to do,” Ava said.

Rae rolled over. “Go away,” she grumbled. Her voice no longer came out in a croak, but it still wasn’t comfortable to talk.

“If you go back to sleep, I am definitely grabbing an ice cube for your back,” Ava told her. “Which is how I wanted to wake you up originally, but Mom wouldn’t let me.”

“Five more minutes?”

“No. It’s almost noon.”

“Almost noon…?” Rae let those words float around her head for a moment. “Almost noon?” She sat up frantically. “I’m late for school.”

Ava laughed. “Don’t worry. Mom called us both out today. Apparently, your scientist friend is downstairs and has something important to discuss with us.” Ava eyed Rae suspiciously. “Do you know what it is?”

“Why don’t you go down and find out?” Rae shoved her off her bed.

“Because apparently it involves you, and she’s not telling us anything until you get down there.”

“Well, then, go away so I can get dressed.”

“As pleasant as ever,” Ava grumbled, but she left.

Rae didn’t waste any time getting ready, and soon she was hurrying down the stairs as fast as her sore body would let her, wearing her most comfortable sweatpants and her new cross-country team hoodie.

Doctor Nguyen had already taken a seat on the couch. She looked quite different in a dark maroon sweater and jeans and with her black hair loose around her shoulders. More relaxed.

Rae sat on the love seat across from her. She could hear her mom and Ava in the kitchen and knew they’d be in soon. “Are Ms. Lockett and Doctor Anderson still…?” Rae hesitated, unable to say it.

“I’m heading over there next, after we finish up here,” Doctor Nguyen said. “We haven’t figured out how to open the pods yet, but I’m confident we will be able to free them soon.”

Her mom and Ava strolled into the room, each carrying two mugs of coffee. Rae’s mom handed one to Doctor Nguyen while Ava passed her second mug to Rae. “It’s not coffee,” she said, noticing Rae’s look. “It’s hot cocoa.”

“Oh, good.” Rae wrapped her hands around the mug.

“I still can’t believe you like that sugar water.” Ava settled on the love seat next to her, curling her legs up under her.

“You mean heated chocolate tastiness.” Rae took a long, exaggerated sip from her mug. “Besides, you’re the one who gave it to me.”

“So I know how it’s made: microwave some water and dump a cheap packet of instant cocoa into it, right? Where’s the tastiness in that?”

Rae shrugged. “Still better than your coffee.”

Doctor Nguyen smiled at the mug in Rae’s hands. “Is that your dad’s mug? I recognize his sense of humor.”

It was the first time she’d openly admitted knowing Rae’s dad. And even though Rae had suspected as much, she almost dropped her mug in surprise. She managed to recover, adjusting her grip so it was a little more secure. “It was his favorite,” she said. Whenever she drank from it, she felt a little like he was there with her. Right now she needed all the comfort she could get.

Doctor Nguyen might have appeared more relaxed in her casual attire, but their mom seemed as if she’d been pulled extra tight, her whole body vibrating like a string about to snap. It made Rae anxious too. “Now,” their mom said, settling into a chair, “what brings you out here, Hahn?”

Clearly her mom knew Doctor Nguyen too.

“First, I felt you needed to know what happened last night.” Doctor Nguyen flicked a quick glance at Rae, who shrank into the couch cushions.

Doctor Nguyen left out a lot of the details. Like the fact that Patrick had sent Rae and the other interns into a literal dimensional prison. And how she’d stood by and let it happen. Instead, the scientist concentrated on the spaceship sitting at the bottom of the sinkhole and Patrick’s plan to stash Rae in one of the pods. “To be used as incentive for Chris’s good behavior,” she’d said, finishing her tale.

Rae waited, expecting her mom to be furious or disbelieving. What she didn’t expect was for her mom to suddenly stand up and give her a hug. Ava caught Rae’s mug just in time, saving them from having a cocoa stain on their nice gray carpet.

“I’m so sorry,” her mom said, her voice muffled into Rae’s shoulder, her arms tight around her. “Why didn’t you tell me about all this sooner?” She pulled away enough to look Rae in the face.

It gave Rae a funny warm feeling, like her mom was really seeing her for who she was for the first time in ages. “You were at work when I got home. And anyhow, every time I’ve tried to tell you, well… anything, you either change the subject or don’t really listen.”

“I do listen.”

Rae bit her lip, not wanting to argue and ruin this moment. She couldn’t remember the last time her mom had hugged her.

Her mom let her go but didn’t leave, instead squeezing onto the love seat between Rae and Ava. Ava wordlessly passed Rae back her cocoa, giving her a look over their mom’s head. It was a look that clearly said there would be words soon. Some of them unpleasant. And that was even without her knowing about the whole Other Place adventure…

Rae managed a shaky smile. Ava’s lips twitched, like she didn’t want to smile back but couldn’t help it.

“I think,” Doctor Nguyen said into the silence, “that you need to tell your daughters what Chris is up to.”

Rae’s mom stiffened, but Doctor Nguyen wasn’t done.

“I don’t believe Rae would have been so easily led into a trap like that had she been given the right amount of information. She very much takes after her dad, following every little mysterious thread to the end. And while I generally think that is a good trait, in the case of trying to find her dad, it is very dangerous.”

“We discussed this,” their mom said, her words clipped. “At length. We all agreed it would be best if they didn’t know.”

“Plans need to be flexible,” Doctor Nguyen said. “Chris will understand.” She finished her coffee and set the empty mug down on the side table. “In fact, with Patrick gone, Chris’s plans may change now too.”

“How so?”

Doctor Nguyen gave them all a mysterious smile. “You’ll see.” Then she stood up to leave. “Think about it, would you, please? Rae and Ava are both smart and capable; tell them all they need to know, and they will be safer for it.”

Rae waited until the door had closed behind Doctor Nguyen, then turned her attention to her mom. “Mom, why did we really move to Whispering Pines?” She hoped this time, at least, she’d get a more honest answer.

For a moment her mom said nothing, and Rae’s heart sank. Doctor Nguyen might have suggested more transparency, but that didn’t mean her mom would listen to that advice.

And then her mom let out a long, slow breath. “We moved here because your dad is here,” she said quietly.

Ava gasped.

“And also for Ava’s education, of course,” she added, as if that were the reason Ava looked like she’d just been smacked in the face. She sipped her coffee, then frowned down at her mug. “Too dark.”

Rae met her sister’s eyes. “So you didn’t know either?”

“Of course not!” Ava said, looking positively insulted by the suggestion.

Rae relaxed. Her mom had been keeping this a secret from her this whole time, but at least she wasn’t the only one left out. She studied her mom, who was still staring into her coffee as if it held the bitter truths of the universe. Rae knew she should be angry. Furious, even. All those nights she’d cried herself to sleep, the endless hours of searching. The questions. All of it. Her mom could have told her something, anything. And instead, she chose to be quiet. Rae realized she was angry after all. But more than that, she just wanted to know.

“Where, exactly, is dad?” she asked, keeping her voice as even as she could. “Why can’t we see him now?”

“And how does Doctor Nguyen know him?” Ava’s tone heavily implied she didn’t particularly care for the scientist. She probably blamed her for Rae’s adventure. And she wouldn’t be completely wrong; Doctor Nguyen might be working with their dad, and she might have tried to save Rae there at the end. But she’d still also willingly allowed two groups of kids to go into an extremely dangerous situation, and she’d been assisting Patrick with who knew what else.

“Hahn was the engineer who was working with your dad on Operation Gray Bird. The one who vanished when he did. They are both working on… well, it’s highly classified, and even I don’t have the information. But it does involve the safety and protection of Earth.” She paused, and in that moment of silence, Rae could hear the echo of every terrible rumor, every person who tried to convince her she was insane, paranoid, a conspiracy nut.

But she was right. She’d been right all along. Even though she’d known it, even with the photographic proof, there were times when she’d started questioning her own senses. And now she could sit there and feel vindicated.

But, mostly, she just felt tired. She wanted it all to be done. “Why hasn’t Dad been in contact?”

“Because he’s not allowed to.” Her mom shifted a little on the couch. “The organization he works for, they were furious that he released the extraterrestrial—apparently they had been keeping it for interrogation—and so he has been on probation for the past year. Which meant no contact with the outside. Hahn helped pass messages on to me when she could. That was how I knew where your father was.” She twisted her mug of coffee around and around. “I haven’t actually been able to talk with him either. Or see him. I just have her word to go on that he’s still okay.”

Rae stiffened, catching her sister’s worried glance.

“Not that I doubt her word!” their mom added quickly. “And she’s working for a worthy cause. So is your father.”

“Oh yes, protecting the world. Doesn’t get worthier than that,” Ava said, but her tone was sharp and sarcastic. “You’d think such a noble organization wouldn’t, you know, kidnap people. I don’t trust them.”

“Are they part of Green On!?” Rae asked.

“Yes. They are the heart of Green On!. Although most of the company is involved in alternative energy.”

Rae frowned, thinking of Patrick’s words on the ship. How his higher-ups at Green On! had overruled him, insisting the alien bugs be left free. She knew she couldn’t actually trust anything he had said, but that part hadn’t seemed like a lie. Especially knowing what she did about Doctor Nguyen, who had been willing to sacrifice a group of children for the greater good.

Rae finished her hot chocolate, thinking of the energy reader and how Doctor Nguyen had it in her possession now. Which meant this organization had it. If only Rae had somehow been able to hang on to it, maybe she could have used it as leverage to get her dad back. Because Ava was right: this mystery group was not to be trusted.

Rae’s phone vibrated in her hoodie pocket, startling her. She set her mug down on the table and glanced down at the message from Caden waiting for her:

We survived. Want to meet up?

Rae hesitated. As much as she wanted to know more—every single detail of every single thing her mom had been hiding from her—she needed to find out what had happened to Caden and Vivienne first, to be sure that her friends really were okay. She looked up. “Can we do a family dinner tonight? Maybe talk about all this some more?”

Her mom actually smiled, even if her eyes looked a little nervous. “I think that is a great idea. Get everything out in the open.”

“I do too,” Ava said, staring hard at Rae. “No more secrets.”

Rae gulped. “On second thought…”

Ava’s eyes narrowed.

Rae laughed. “Okay, okay. I’ll tell you everything too. At least, all the important parts.” She stood quickly, not wanting to be forced to clarify her definition of “important.” Maybe Caden and Vivienne could help her figure out which details were the safest to share and which would get her murdered by her sister.

As she left the room, though, she was smiling. She might have faced her share of monsters, and yet still, somehow, she was more afraid of her older sister. There was something oddly comforting in that fact.




EPILOGUE

{ MEANWHILE, DEEP UNDERGROUND, INSIDE A SECRET SPACESHIP… }

Hahn Nguyen stared through the glass at Doctor Anderson’s terror-stricken face. There was no real love lost between the two of them. Ever since the accident that had taken his wife, he had always been suspicious of her and anyone who worked at Green On!—for good reason, really—but now that he was trapped, Hahn felt nothing but pity for him. That could have been her fate if things had turned out differently. Still. Better the psychiatrist to remain trapped than to unleash the monsters encased nearby.

“There has to be a way to open just one pod at a time,” her colleague said, frustrated as he ran his hands over the nearest tube.

“Maybe it was designed to be one way only?” Hahn said, although the recently escaped bugs suggested otherwise.

He shook his head. “The empty pod in the outer room doesn’t appear to be broken. It was intentionally opened.”

Interesting, she thought, filing that fact away for another time. “Then we’ll have to keep trying.” She could feel Patrick watching her with his eerie night-black eyes, could almost hear his laughter. She turned her back to him, but it didn’t help. Part of her knew she would always feel him lurking there, just behind her, watching everything she did.

The walkie-talkie clipped to her belt let out a sudden blast of static. “… in the control room… reboot?”

Frowning, she unclipped it and pressed the button. “You’re coming in fuzzy, Doctor Reed. Please repeat.” She waited.

“Can we stop with that whole bizarre last name thing now? Please, call me Ed.”

She smiled. “Ed, then. What were you saying?”

“Clara ordered me to do a reboot of the whole system. Prepare for complete power down in ten.”

Hahn almost dropped the walkie-talkie, her fingers suddenly numb with terror. Patrick had been very clear about what would happen if the ship was ever intentionally powered down. “N-no. No!”

“What was that?” Ed asked around another blast of static. “… breaking up… eight seconds…”

She pushed the button. “Don’t reboot! Abort!” Did these people even listen to her? She’d specifically warned them. But then Clara was the head of all of Green On! and didn’t believe in listening to anyone.

“Five… four…” More static.

Hahn was running now, sprinting for the control room, past all the tubes, all the silent, waiting monsters. She was almost at the door when the power cut out.

The ship plunged into complete and utter blackness.

Her steps faltered, then stopped. She listened, frozen, every sense strained. But all she could hear was her own breathing, too loud, and her own rapidly pounding heartbeat.

Hahn let out a slow breath, then…

Whoosh!

It was the sound of liquid being forcibly sucked down a drain, followed by the soft clinking of thousands of glass doors sliding open.

“No,” she gasped.

“Ah, Doctor Nguyen.” It was Patrick, his voice sounding way too close. She couldn’t move, every muscle frozen in terror. “I wondered how long it would take before someone from your team would try that,” he said as the hall filled with hundreds of bodies all pressing against her in the dark.
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