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The storm would be talked about for years to come.

Lightning illuminated the sky in white-hot flashes, followed by house-rattling booms of thunder. Babies cried. Dogs howled. Branches cracked. The worst part was the wind. It screeched and howled like an angry banshee, flinging roof shingles and window shutters with maniacal glee. All around Haywood, New Jersey—a small town nestled just east of the Pennsylvania border—families passed the night making candlelit wishes:

Don’t let our basement flood again.

Get the power running before the food spoils.

Cancel school tomorrow!

Unfortunately, no one spared a wish for the ancient maple tree standing deep within the woods on the outskirts of town. It had weathered hundreds of storms during its lifetime, but the years had leached away its strength, and it tottered like a dazed boxer beneath merciless fists of wind. At last, its brittle frame could take no more, and the trunk snapped in two. The tree slammed into a nearby rock face with the force of a fallen giant, dislodging enough rubble to expose the mouth of a cave that had remained hidden for many years.

In the darkness, something opened its eyes.
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The Walk Home
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Hudson Causeway raised his hand, hoping to be picked.

“Tricia,” said Mr. Bishop, pointing to a girl in the front row.

“Germany?”

“Are you asking me or telling me?”

“Germany,” said Tricia.

“Correct.”

Mr. Bishop turned to the world map hanging at the front of the classroom and removed the red masking tape covering GERMANY. Nine pieces of tape remained, nine countries left to identify. Any other teacher would have utilized the smart board for such a game, but Mr. Bishop was vehemently old school and didn’t like using technology unless it was absolutely necessary. In fact, hardly a week passed without him giving the sixth graders a groan-inducing lecture about how they were wasting their precious childhoods staring at their devices.

“How about this one?” Mr. Bishop asked, pointing to the next piece of tape. “West of Sweden. Known for its fjords.”

Hudson waved his hand back and forth this time, hoping to draw the teacher’s attention.

“Randy?”

“Mexico.”

The class laughed. Mr. Bishop gave Randy a long look, trying to decide whether he was goofing off or was really that dumb. It was hard to tell sometimes.

“Not Mexico,” Mr. Bishop said. “Tina?”

Tina hadn’t even been raising her hand, but she could be a little spacey at times, doodling dragons and elves alongside her notes, and Mr. Bishop occasionally liked to make sure she was paying attention.

“Norway,” she said. “They have cool castles there.”

“Very good.”

Sito, who was almost as smart as she thought she was, nailed Bolivia on the first try and pumped her fist. It took the class five attempts to identify Algeria, and then another six tries before Sito (again), announced that Bhutan was the answer.

Hudson had his hand raised the entire time, but Mr. Bishop didn’t even glance in his direction. This kind of thing happened in all his classes. It was as though Hudson possessed some form of camouflage that he couldn’t turn off no matter how badly he wanted to. Unfortunately, it worked even better on students than on teachers. Hudson bet half the class didn’t even know his name.

After a few more countries were revealed, Mr. Bishop had a coughing fit and took a long drink of water from the mug on his desk. He was in his mid-sixties and favored sweater vests and ties. No one knew whether he had a family; the only stories he told were of his own childhood. A glass cabinet behind his desk displayed old board games and toys that were popular when he was a kid.

Tap. Taptap. Tap. Taptap.

“You’re doing it again,” Mr. Bishop told a slouching girl drumming on her desk. “Last warning.”

“My bad,” said Violet.

Violet Park was a drummer in the school band and tended to use her pencils as musical instruments when she got bored. Although they shared three classes, Hudson had never actually spoken to Violet, except when her dog had died in September and he had managed a tentative, “Sorry for your loss.” Violet had been a wreck for weeks, but she seemed in much better spirits these days.

Mr. Bishop returned to the map and pointed to the next piece of tape. “Now that I have your attention, Violet . . . this is a hard one, maybe the hardest one here, but do you have any idea—”

“Sierra Leone.”

Hudson couldn’t help but smile. He had noticed that Violet was sneaky smart. Just like he had noticed that Manuel always used the bathroom at exactly 2:25 each day (either he was meeting a friend or had a remarkably consistent bladder), Jay had a crush on Olivia (alas, unrequited), and Eileen cheated on every test.

Hudson noticed people. They just didn’t notice him.

Mr. Bishop glanced at the clock on the wall and decided there wasn’t enough time to identify the remaining countries.

“Your homework was originally to read chapter twelve and take copious notes,” Mr. Bishop said, easing into his seat with a sigh. “But I’ve decided to switch it up tonight. It is a perfect autumn day, and your homework is to take full advantage of it. Go on a hike. Read outside. Ride your bike around without any destination in mind. Jump in a pile of leaves. You only get so many days like this, and the ones at your age are more precious than gold. Don’t waste them.”

The class looked at Mr. Bishop in confusion. Randy raised his hand.

“So there’s no homework?” he asked.

“There is homework. I want you to appreciate how marvelous it is to be young.”

“Is this going to be graded?” Sito asked.

Mr. Bishop’s rubbed his temples. “No.”

“So we don’t have to do it.”

“Are you all familiar with the expression ‘youth is wasted on the young’?” he asked. “What I wouldn’t give to—”

Briiinnnngggg.

Dismissal.

Most students rushed the door like passengers late for a flight. Soon only Hudson was left in the classroom, packing up his supplies with precise, unhurried movements. He was small for his age, with thin blond hair and eyes as blue as a cloudless summer sky.

On his way out the door, Hudson paused in front of the map. There were still three pieces of red masking tape remaining.

“Zaire,” he said. “Thailand. Portugal.”

Mr. Bishop was looking out the window and didn’t hear him. Hudson suspected the teacher might be lost in memories of when he was a kid and similar, school-shed afternoons stretched before him with infinite possibility. He’ll never know a day like that again, Hudson thought, and suddenly felt bad. Mr. Bishop might have been set in his ways, but he was a nice man.

“Thanks for the lesson,” Hudson said.

Mr. Bishop looked up with surprise. “You’re certainly welcome”—there was an awkward pause—“young man. Have a good day.”

Hudson managed a friendly wave and entered the crowded hallway, but his cheeks were burning. He knew, from vast experience, what Mr. Bishop’s pause had meant.

He had forgotten Hudson’s name.
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Hudson exited the school.

Mr. Bishop had been right about the weather; it was the type of crisp, mid-October day made for hayrides and pumpkin picking. Hudson passed between students standing in small groups and chatting. No one acknowledged his presence. He wondered whether things would have been different if he rode a bus home instead of walked. Probably not. Hudson had tried talking to other kids, but he could never figure out the right things to say.

Everyone knew how to fit in except him.

At least I have Quinn, Hudson thought as he spotted his best and only friend at the flagpole, their usual meeting spot. Quinn Taylor had dark skin and a mass of frizzy brown hair that gave off a distinct mad-scientist vibe. His treasured Zelda sweatshirt hadn’t fit him properly in a long time, but that didn’t stop him from wearing it at least twice a week.

“I’ve finally figured it out!” Quinn exclaimed. “Balmizor!”

“Great!” Hudson exclaimed. He had no idea what Quinn was talking about, but he was used to his friend leaping into conversation midstride without providing any point of reference. “And Balmizor is . . . ?”

“The way I’m finally going to beat the Wicker Ghoul!”

“Ahh,” said Hudson. Quinn was a dedicated gamer, and his latest obsession was an RPG called Blood Reign. He had been struggling to defeat the final boss—a monster called the Wicker Ghoul—for over a week now. “How many hours have you put into this game, anyway?”

“Seventy-three, as of this morning—”

“You play video games in the morning?”

“What else am I going to do during breakfast? Besides, this game is massive! It makes Breath of the Wild look like the original Legend of Zelda. I’ve only opened this itsy-bitsy corner of the world map so far.”

Ms. Beagle, the crossing guard, greeted them with a sunny smile. She was a retired kindergarten teacher with frizzy gray hair peeking out of a Yosemite National Park cap. Buttons emblazoned with rainbows and inspirational sayings festooned her orange vest.

“Good afternoon!” she exclaimed. “Isn’t it a glorious day?” She held up a stop sign, halting traffic to either side, and the buttons on her vest clinked together. “Make sure you get outside and enjoy the nice weather.”

As the boys crossed the street, Ms. Beagle produced two lollipops with a magician-like flourish and held them out: grape for Hudson, bubblegum for Quinn. Ms. Beagle took pride in knowing not only the name of every child who entered her crosswalk, but their favorite lollipop flavor.

“Thanks, Ms. Beagle,” said Hudson, taking the lollipop. “Have a good day.”

“You, too, Hudson! Bye, Quinn!”

When they were out of earshot, Quinn leaned over and whispered, “Just between me and you, Ms. Beagle gives me the creeps.”

“Why?”

“No one should be that happy all the time. It’s unnatural. I constantly think she’s going to burst into song. One of those big creepy dance numbers where everyone in the crowd has to join in whether they want to or not.”

Hudson didn’t think Ms. Beagle was creepy. He thought she was lonely. Last week he had left school later than usual and seen the crossing guard, off duty, slip her stop sign into the back seat of her car with a somber expression, like the best part of her day was over. Hudson wondered if she had anyone waiting for her at home.

“I think she’s just a sweet old lady who likes kids,” he said.

“I guess,” Quinn said with a shrug. He unwrapped his lollipop and jammed it into his mouth. “Now, let’s get back to Blood Reign. In order for you to understand how this whole Wicker Ghoul thing works, I should really start from the beginning again. . . .”

As they walked, Quinn described, in painstaking detail, every step of his Blood Reign journey. Although Hudson had heard it all before, he didn’t mind. Quinn was an engaging narrator who even acted out the parts of the characters he met in the game, using different voices and everything. Hudson had told him, on more than one occasion, that he was a natural actor and should try out for the fall play, but Quinn had scoffed at the idea. He was far more comfortable chatting with his gamer friends via headset than talking to humans face-to-face, and most kids thought he was quiet and shy. Hudson sometimes felt like he was the only one allowed to see the real Quinn.

“. . . I finished off the first boss pretty easily—that was really more of a tutorial than anything else—but no matter how hard I looked, I couldn’t find the Reclusive Ooze . . .”

The boys entered the convenience store on the corner of Main and Garfield. The words on the sagging awning identified it as Hisana’s Market, but everyone just called it the little store. Hudson and Quinn were the only customers, as usual. The store had been flooded during the storm a few weeks back, and it remained dank and dreary, with flickering lights and half-stocked shelves.

Mr. Kazem, the owner, was pacing back and forth behind the counter, absorbed in a serious phone conversation. The wall behind him was plastered with photos of his wife, a tall, elegant woman, and their daughter, Hisana, Mr. Kazem’s pride and joy.

“. . . which brings us to the Wicker Ghoul, the final boss. Ultimate victory is within my grasp, but I can’t figure out how to beat it!”

“What is a Wicker Ghoul, anyway?” asked Hudson.

“It’s like a zombified tree with these nasty spikes jutting out of its bark and branches that spin around and chop your head off if you get too close. At first I thought I wasn’t strong enough, so I came back a couple of levels later with better gear, but it didn’t help. I figured there had to be some kind of secret—no way the developers would put you in a situation where you couldn’t win the game. And finally, it struck me. Balmizor!”

Quinn spread his arms wide, knocking an entire row of expired crackers off the shelves. Mr. Kazem looked up from his phone and gave the boys an exasperated look.

“Sorry,” Quinn said, wincing.

“I don’t get it,” Hudson said as he helped his friend pick up the crackers. “Isn’t Balmizor a healing spell? How’s that going to hurt the boss?”

“That’s the brilliant part. The Wicker Ghoul is immune to all of my offensive spells. Which makes sense. How can you hurt something that’s already dead? But since Balmizor heals the living, I bet it actually hurts the undead.”

“But if you’re wrong, you’ll end up healing it, right? You should probably check online first to make sure—”

“You wound me! I’m no cheater!”

“You literally copied my math homework yesterday.”

“I meant with things that mattered. Once I slay the Wicker Ghoul, its evil hold over the kingdom will be broken, and everything will be peaches and rainbows again. Plus I’ll get some killer gear in case I want to tackle a new game. You want to come over and watch? My parents are working late again, so they said I can DoorDash whatever we want.”

“My mom wants me to come straight home.”

“Shocker. Any particular reason this time?”

“Just general overprotectiveness. Besides, she doesn’t like it when I eat at your house. Too unhealthy.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I’ll ask if I can come over after dinner.”

“And walk? Alone? In the dark? It’ll never happen.”

“You never know. She let me watch a PG-13 movie last weekend.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it.”

They brought their items to the cash register. Mr. Kazem placed his phone on the counter and started ringing up their purchases. Hudson could hear piano music on the other end of the line and figured Mr. Kazem was on hold.

“Everything okay?” Hudson asked, making note of Mr. Kazem’s haggard appearance.

Mr. Kazem let out a long sigh. “I’ve been on the phone with the insurance all day. They refuse to pay for the damage the storm did to my store. With them, everything is an excuse. ‘Oh no, Mr. Kazem. That’s just what we call an act of God. You can’t hold us responsible.’ I told them about my Hisana’s very expensive tuition—she got accepted early admission to Harvard, have I mentioned that?”

Hudson smiled. “Once or twice.”

“But they do not care about my daughter’s future. They see only dollar signs, not people.” Mr. Kazem looked around his store in disgust. “This place! I always dreamed of owning my own market, something I could be proud of. Not a dump like this.”

Hudson didn’t know what to say. He felt bad for Mr. Kazem, but this was a grown-up problem, a shelf he couldn’t reach.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Kazem,” he said. “I’m sure everything will work out.”

The music stopped, and a nasally voice came on the line. “Mr. Kazem, I’ve talked to my manager about your issues, and unfortunately . . .”

Mr. Kazem snatched up the phone and turned away from them. As the boys left the store, the conversation was beginning to grow heated.

“Poor Mr. Kazem,” Hudson said. “He doesn’t deserve this.”

“Yeah. That dude works harder than anyone I know. But I guess that’s just the way it goes sometimes. Like one time, in Ignorant Phantasma 2, I grinded for a solid ten hours so my characters would be powerful enough to beat this optional boss, but it still wasn’t good enough.”

“I don’t think it’s quite the same thing.”

“Talk your mom into letting you come over. Tell her we’re working on a science project together.”

Hudson gave him a blank look. “What science project?”

“It’s called lying, dude. It’s a natural component of a healthy parent/child relationship.”

“You lie to your mom?”

“Only when I want something and the truth won’t get the job done. Sometimes she catches me; sometimes she doesn’t. It’s like this little game we play. If anything, lying has brought us closer together!”

“Well, I can’t do that.”

Quinn clapped a hand on Hudson’s shoulder and regarded him with concern. “You are so lucky you have me to guide you through this cruel world of ours.”

The two boys engaged in their usual goodbye ritual, a series of ludicrously convoluted hand slaps, chest bumps, and fist pounds that they had perfected one rainy Sunday afternoon and now acted as a testament to their friendship. Quinn headed off to his house, which lay within spitting distance of the store, while Hudson, who lived much farther away, turned the corner and picked up his pace. He didn’t want his mother to worry about him.
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Even though the sidewalks were cracked and the houses showing their years, Hudson loved his neighborhood, which had the warm, lived-in feeling of an old sofa. Halloween spirit was on full display; he passed a Styrofoam cemetery with funny epitaphs, a family of scarecrows, and more jack-o’-lanterns than he could count. From beneath a parked car, a black cat watched him with baleful eyes like a decoration come to life.

Although it would have been faster to remain on his current route, Hudson turned right on Grove, the same as he did every day. Otherwise, he would have walked straight past the woods that bordered Pine Street, their towering trees casting shadows that seemed to grasp for the houses across the way.

Hudson wasn’t allowed anywhere near the woods.

Like many of his mom’s rules, this one seemed excessively overprotective. These were mere neighborhood woods—with a well-traveled path used by joggers and dog walkers—and not some primordial forest. There were no bears or labyrinthine trails or witches in candy houses; at worst, he might scrape a knee or catch a bad case of poison ivy. A rule was a rule, however, and although he had been tempted from time to time, Hudson had never set foot in the woods. Besides, he liked walking down Grove Street. The massive oak trees that lined the road were a panoply of colors, and the houses were mostly old Victorians perfectly suited for this time of year. As Hudson passed a white house with a gargantuan pile of leaves on the front lawn, Mr. Bishop’s words rang in his ears: You only get so many autumn days, and the ones at your age are more precious than gold.

Before he could second-guess himself, Hudson ran across the lawn and leaped feet-first into the leaves, landing with a satisfying crunch.

When he got to his feet, he saw Violet Park watching him from the front porch of the house next door. She had a lanky build—“all arms and legs,” his mom would have said—accentuated by torn jeans and a loose-fitting T-shirt. A pair of glasses framed striking, sand-colored eyes.

“High-quality landing,” said Violet. “Nine point two. Maybe a nine point three.”

Hudson jumped to his feet, cheeks flushed. “I’m just doing my homework,” he said, trying to explain himself.

“Oh, yeah, social studies! That was pretty cool of Mr. Bishop. I feel a little bad for him, though. I think he wants us to do all the things he can’t do anymore ’cause he’s old. Which is sweet but also a little sad. You walk this way every day?”

“Yeah,” Hudson said. He was a little hurt that Violet hadn’t noticed him before, but not at all surprised—he was overlooked on a daily basis. Hudson himself remembered seeing Violet on multiple occasions, either lost in a book or listening to music with her eyes closed. Her dog—an old black Lab named Midnight—had often kept her company before he died.

Hudson stared down at the indentation of his body in the leaves, like an autumnal snow angel. “I have to admit, that was kind of fun. You should give it a shot.”

Violet eyed the leaves suspiciously.

“Are there bugs?”

“I don’t think so.”

“That’s not the degree of confidence I was hoping for.”

“I am one hundred percent positive there are no bugs.”

“Now you’re just lying. If I find a spider crawling on me afterward, I’m holding you personally responsible.” She checked the house next door. “I don’t think the Winslows are home, so that’s good. They already think I’m weird.”

She took off like an arrow and sailed through the air, windmilling her arms for extra style points before landing in the leaves. Hudson applauded.

“This is the first time I’ve done my social studies homework all year,” Violet said, brushing the leaves from her shoulder-length hair.

“Really?” Hudson asked.

“I’m not a homework type of person.”

“But you’re so smart.”

“With no work ethic whatsoever. Tragic, isn’t it? But I do pretty well on tests, so it all evens out to a solid B in the end.”

“Don’t you want an A?”

“Absolutely not. Once my parents realized I was capable of getting As, they’d expect them all the time. I am not starting down that dark and stressful path, thank you very much.”

Hudson laughed. He hadn’t realized Violet Park was so funny, and he wished he could keep talking to her. Unfortunately, his mom was probably wondering where he was by now, and if he didn’t leave soon, she would start looking for him. The thought of his mom showing up while he was talking to Violet mortified him on multiple levels.

“See you tomorrow,” said Hudson, walking away.

“Where do you live?”

Hudson stopped and turned around, surprised that Violet wanted to keep talking to him.

“Biltmore. White house, blue shutters.”

“With the big porch, right? I’ve walked past it a thousand times. I didn’t realize we lived so close to each other!”

“Yeah.”

“Hang out for a sec. I’ll be right back.”

Violet disappeared into her house before Hudson could respond. He waited on the sidewalk, knowing he should leave—his mom expected him home no later than 3:15, and it was already pushing 3:20—but also wanting to stay, excited by this unexpected chance to make a new friend. He decided to compromise by shooting his mom a quick text. She had already sent two messages—one at 3:16, and a second, more frantic variation at 3:19—but nothing code red yet. Hudson let her know he was only a few minutes from home, then slipped his phone into his pocket just as Violet—now wearing a green denim jacket—pushed the screen door open with her back while leading a dog outside.

A chill ran down Hudson’s spine.

The black Lab coming down the steps looked just like Midnight, the dog that had died. But that couldn’t be right. Violet must have gotten a new dog since then. She had probably gone to a shelter and chosen a fully grown black Lab instead of a puppy, maybe picked this new dog precisely because it looked like her old one.

That was the only thing that made sense.

Dead or not, the dog was certainly friendly. The moment it saw Hudson, it began wagging its tail and straining at its leash in an effort to greet him. Violet giggled and allowed herself to be yanked forward, and soon the dog was looking up at Hudson with eager eyes, begging for affection. Hudson hesitantly reached out a hand to pet the Lab. Its fur was soft, its body warm and alive.

It’s just a dog, he thought, relaxing.

“Wow,” Violet said. “He really likes you. I mean, he likes everyone, but in a chill kind of way, not like this. Do you have a dog of your own? Maybe he smells—” The Lab leaped up in an attempt to lick Hudson’s face, and Violet pulled him back. “Jeez, calm down, Midnight.”

At the sound of the dog’s name, Hudson stumbled backward, nearly losing his balance. The dog let out a whimper and tried to charge him again, but Violet held him in check.

“What’s wrong?” Violet asked. “Did he nip you or something? Sorry about that. He’s just playing.”

“You called him Midnight,” said Hudson.

“Yeah. That’s his name.”

“But . . .”

“But what?”

But Midnight is dead, Hudson thought. How could he say that out loud, though? Violet would think he was crazy. Clearly there was some kind of misunderstanding here.

Violet stared at him, waiting for an explanation.

“I heard you talking to Ms. Connolly a few weeks ago,” Hudson said, keeping his eyes on the dog. The thwacks of its tail against the sidewalk had taken on a new, ominous quality. “You were really upset. I could have sworn you said your dog had died.” He looked up at Violet, whose eyes had gone wide behind her glasses. “But I must have heard wrong,” he quickly added. “Because Midnight clearly isn’t . . . I mean he didn’t . . .”

“I never talked to Ms. Connolly,” Violet insisted. Her face had gone deathly pale. “That never happened.”

Hudson didn’t want to upset Violet any further, but he didn’t like being called a liar and felt the need to defend himself.

“Something happened,” Hudson insisted. “Everyone was talking about it. You were absent for a few days. Sito made sure everyone knew she had made you cupcakes, and the band kids left these cards taped to your—”

“Stop it!” Violet screamed, and Hudson was shocked to see tears flowing down her cheeks. “You’re not supposed to . . . why do you . . . ?” She took a deep breath, regaining her composure, and tightened her grip on Midnight’s leash. “Leave us alone!”

She led Midnight back inside the house and slammed the door shut behind them. Hudson watched her go, mouth agape. He had never been so confused in his life.
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As Hudson continued home (moving at a brisk pace in order to make up for lost time), he replayed his conversation with Violet Park in his head, wondering what he had said to upset her. Midnight was clearly fine, but perhaps he had inadvertently reminded her of a different tragedy. She had definitely been sad a few weeks ago; he was sure about that. But why not just tell him the truth instead of flipping out?

It was so weird.

As Hudson approached his house, he saw his mom standing on the front porch, looking even more worried than usual. The moment she saw him, she broke into a relieved smile and hurried down the steps. You would have thought he had been missing for hours.

“There you are,” she said, hugging him tight.

Ms. Causeway was a stocky woman with graying hair tied back with a scrunchie. Although she could skillfully wield a sledgehammer and all manner of power tools, there was an aura of vulnerability around her, even sadness—as if she had just received bad news or was waiting for it to arrive.

She stood back and looked him over, checking for any life-threatening injuries that needed immediate attention. Finding none, she settled for fixing his hair.

“Sorry I’m late,” Hudson said. “Quinn and I stopped by the store for a snack.”

“You should have come straight home. We have plenty of food here. Healthy food, not candy bars.”

“Mr. Kazem needs the business.”

“Who’s Mr. Kazem?”

“The store owner. He’s having money problems.”

Ms. Causeway kissed his forehead. “Always thinking of other people. How did I get so lucky?”

Hudson’s mom took his bookbag, and they went inside the house. Although it seemed like just another boring colonial from the outside, his mom had renovated the interior, imbuing it with the cozy charm of a rustic cabin. The furniture was older but of good quality, and there were even a few pieces that Ms. Causeway, a master carpenter, had made herself. Black-and-white nature photos adorned the walls.

“How was your day?” Ms. Causeway asked. “Tell me everything.”

“I got a ninety-three on my science test.”

“Very nice.”

“And we started this new coding unit in Tech. We’re going to design our own video game.”

“I wish those teachers would actually teach and not just plop you down in front of a computer. I read this article on the long-term effects of screen time on a child’s psychological development, and—”

“Mom. It’s Tech. Kinda hard to do without computers.”

“Fair enough. Anything else interesting happen today? Or even not interesting? You know me. No detail too small.”

Hudson usually told his mother everything, but he decided to keep his conversation with Violet to himself for now. Although he couldn’t explain her actions, he still liked the girl and hoped to be her friend. He didn’t want to give his mom a poor first impression.

“That’s about it,” Hudson said. “Just a normal day. What’s for dinner?”

His mom grinned and pulled him over to the kitchen stove, where the contents of her new Dutch oven were boiling away.

“Beef stew,” she proclaimed proudly. “I think I nailed this one.”

Hudson’s mom had been going through a cooking phase the last couple of weeks, trying a new recipe every night. The results had been spectacularly unsuccessful. Ms. Causeway could build a bookcase with her eyes shut, but her culinary skills left a lot to be desired.

“Smells good,” Hudson said, feigning as much enthusiasm as he could manage. In reality, the stew reeked of burnt garlic, but Hudson appreciated the attempt and wanted to be supportive. As he turned to go, Ms. Causeway chuckled and pulled a yellow leaf out of his hair.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“Homework,” replied Hudson.

He headed up the stairs, passing a dozen photos hung on the wall. The majority were of Hudson and his mom, but there was a single shot of his father, Mason Causeway, standing proudly in front of a Pontiac GTO he had rebuilt from scratch. It was, in some ways, a morbid choice of photo, given the fact that Mason had died in the very same car when it had spun out of control during a winter storm, but Ms. Causeway hoped it would imprint upon Hudson the importance of safe driving. Hudson had never met his father, and his mother—who had been pregnant at the time of her husband’s fateful collision—hadn’t done much to fill in the blanks. The few times Hudson had pressed his mother for more information, she had gotten upset, which he supposed made sense.

She had never dated anyone else, so Mason Causeway must have been the love of her life.

Hudson spent a little more time lingering in front of the photograph, trying to match his father’s features to his own (The same ears, maybe? Similar cheekbones?), then went down the hall to his bedroom. It had a nautical theme, with lots of blues and whites, giving it the appearance of a room at a seaside inn. Hudson didn’t have any particular affinity for boats—his mom had designed the room based on a photo in a catalog—but he loved the antique sailing maps that hung from the walls. Sometimes he would stare at them for hours, tracing the lines of latitude and longitude with his finger, memorizing their secrets.

He plopped into his beanbag chair and called Quinn.

“Excellent timing!” exclaimed his friend. In the background, Hudson heard magical explosions and shrieking monsters. “I was just about to fight the Wicker Ghoul. My spell points are maxed out and I snagged an invincibility—”

“What do you know about Violet Park?”

“Huh?”

“Violet Park. From school.”

“I know who you’re talking about. I’m just wondering why you’re asking. You like her?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“It’s not ridiculous. She’s cute. Derrick has a crush on her, but Derrick has a crush on everyone, so it doesn’t really count.”

“It’s nothing like that. I saw her on the way home and we talked for a while.”

“Aww.”

“You know anything about her or not?”

“Just a little. We have band together. She seems cool. Plays the drums. Well, mostly the triangle and cymbals. She’s not one of Bilowitz’s chosen ones, so she doesn’t get the good parts.” Hudson heard rapid-fire button clicks as Quinn dispatched an enemy. “I can see the Wicker Ghoul at the end of the bridge, but I have to take out these minions first. Then we’ll finally see if my Balmizor plan works.”

“Anything else? About Violet, not the Wicker Ghoul.”

“She has an older sister in high school. Have you met her?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Trust me, you would have remembered. So. Hot. Can we talk about her instead?”

“Let’s stick to Violet.”

“You sure you don’t like her?”

“Yes!”

“Then why are you so interested?”

“Because something weird happened.”

“Why didn’t you say so? I love weird! Hit me.”

Hudson summarized his conversation with Violet. Although all he heard were video game sounds on the other end, he knew from past experience that Quinn was listening to every word.

“So, let me get this straight,” Quinn said when Hudson had finished. “You told Violet her dog had died, but it hadn’t. I mean, that’s supremely awkward, particularly if you have a crush on her—”

“I don’t have a crush on her.”

“—but not exactly weird.”

“So then what was going on with Violet last month? She was sad about something. People taped cards to her locker! It was this whole—”

“Shh,” whispered Quinn. “I’m standing right behind the Wicker Ghoul.”

“You know it can’t hear us, right?”

“Let me just land a back stab”—Hudson heard a wail of bestial fury—“and follow it up with Balmizor!”

Although Hudson couldn’t see the game, his friend’s groan of dismay—and the thud of a controller being tossed across the floor—told the entire story.

“All it did was heal him,” Quinn said. “Now I have to start all the way back from the Shrine of Discontent. Again.”

“It was a solid idea.”

“I would have seen the cards.”

“What?”

“You said kids left cards on Violet’s locker. Her locker is right across from mine. If there had been any cards, I would have seen them.”

Hudson couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“Dude. I was standing right next to you the first time you saw them. We had a whole conversation about it. You asked, ‘Did Violet Park die or something?’ and I told you that wasn’t funny because her dog had died. You felt bad and added a card of your own the next day.”

There was a long pause on the other end of the line.

“That never happened,” Quinn finally said. His voice was firm. “I never made a card. Because there were never any cards to begin with.”

“Are you messing with me?” asked Hudson.

“Are you messing with me? If this is a joke, I don’t get it.”

How could Quinn have forgotten? Hudson could still picture the cards, as clear as day. At first there had only been a few of them, affixed with pieces of tape cribbed from a nearby classroom, but within two days the locker was blanketed from top to bottom. Hudson had never gotten close enough to read the words, but even from a casual distance it was impossible to miss the brightly colored suns and rainbows. Thinking about it now, he recalled that one particularly talented student had drawn a manga-style dog with a halo floating over its head.

Why do that if Violet’s dog hadn’t died? he wondered.

“I don’t understand,” Hudson said.

“Me either,” said Quinn. “You’re sure you saw them?”

“Positive.”

“And we really talked about it?”

“More than once, actually.”

“Okay,” Quinn said, though he didn’t sound convinced. “Listen, why don’t I talk to a few kids at band tomorrow and see how they remember things? Then we’ll know who’s right and who’s wrong for sure.”

Hudson loved that idea. Once Midnight’s death had been corroborated by a few other kids, Quinn was certain to believe him.

“That sounds great,” Hudson said. “Thanks.”

“You got it. In the meantime . . .”

“You want to get back to your game, don’t you?”

“If you insist—bye!”

Hudson tossed his phone on the bed and tried to work on his science homework, but he was too distracted to concentrate. How had Quinn forgotten about the cards? And what if he hadn’t? What if Quinn’s version of events was the truth, and Hudson was the one imagining things?

What was wrong with him?

Hudson realized that the room had gotten quite cold. He got up to close the window and saw Violet Park and her dog standing in front of his house. Violet was holding a red shopping bag in one hand, and her eyes blazed with fury. Although Hudson knew he had done nothing to incur such wrath, he found himself ducking beneath the window anyway.

At that moment, Violet Park scared him.

She stood there a solid minute, staring at his front door. Finally, she nodded grimly and sprinted out of sight. After taking a moment to gather his senses, Hudson sped down the stairs, slipped on his sneakers, and ran out of the house, ignoring his mother’s entreaties to wear a jacket. Violet was fast. By the time Hudson got outside, he was barely able to see her at the end of the street—and then she vanished from sight entirely, swallowed by the woods.
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In the school cafeteria one day, Violet had overheard some girl complaining about her family. She had never learned the girl’s name, but the words had stuck with her.

“My family is beyond boring. Both my parents work from home, so they’re always in my face. Every day at dinner—six o’clock, on the dot—we have the same exact conversation. My dad talks about his day, which sounds boring. My mom talks about her day, which sounds even worse. Then they interrogate me and my brother. ‘How was school?’ ‘What did you learn?’ And they don’t just accept ‘nothing’ as an answer. I have to actually walk them through it, class by class. And then they either want to play a board game, like anyone actually does that anymore, or watch some stupid TV show. The next day is the same exact thing, and the day after that, and the day after that . . .”

To Violet, it sounded like heaven.

In the Park household, no day was exactly the same. Her father might be around, or he might be away on some business trip. Her mother might come straight home from work, or she might go out with her friends and stumble through the front door well after Violet had fallen asleep. Her sister, Emma, a high school junior, might tell them one hilarious story after another. Or she might go straight to her room and refuse to talk to anyone.

Someone might make Violet dinner. Or not.

Someone might help her with her homework. Or not.

Someone might knock on the door to Violet’s room and acknowledge her existence.

Or not.

No, Violet’s life was not boring at all, though she wished it was. In fact, during her twelve years on earth, there had been only one thing that remained consistent, the life raft she could cling to in the most turbulent of seas.

Midnight.
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Mr. and Mrs. Park were not animal lovers and had never imagined adopting a pet. When their older daughter asked for a puppy, they told her no, thinking that would be the end of it. But even at age five, Emma Park was too stubborn to take no for an answer. Instead, she bombarded her parents with a skillful combination of hugs, tantrums, and logic, positive she could change their minds.

Two weeks later, they purchased a black Labrador puppy from a local kennel and named it Midnight.

Emma was excited at first but quickly grew tired of her new pet. For her, the fun part was getting her own way, and she had already moved onto to her next challenge: convincing her parents to get her ballet lessons. Ignored by his original master, the lonely puppy began to spend more time with the youngest member of the household: baby Violet. She couldn’t play with the dog yet, but she gurgled happily whenever he came near.

For Midnight, that was enough.

As the years passed, little Violet proved to be the only true animal lover in the Park family and provided Midnight with all the affection he needed. The girl and her dog were inseparable. Midnight became Violet’s best friend, her playmate, her constant companion. He was always there to greet her at the end of the school day (even when the house was otherwise empty), kept Violet company when she did her homework, and whacked his tail against the floor while she practiced the drums. He listened to Violet’s secrets during their daily walks through the woods and comforted her when she was sad.

Meanwhile, Emma grew more beautiful, more brilliant, more athletic, and Mr. and Mrs. Park exulted in her every triumph. Perhaps they should have spent more time with their younger daughter, but there were only so many hours in their day, and it wasn’t as though Violet talked to them much anyway. Besides, she seemed perfectly happy.

As long as she had Midnight.
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The first sign of trouble came when Violet was in fifth grade.

Even as a puppy, Midnight had always preferred lounging around the house to any sort of physical activity, and the intervening years had only mellowed his natural disposition. He never chased squirrels or cats, played fetch at his own relaxed pace (often abandoning the ball entirely if it rolled too far beyond his reach), and possessed a quiet, almost apologetic bark. In truth, the only exercise Midnight enjoyed was his daily walk through the woods with Violet. In the summer and on weekends, they started out first thing in the morning, sometimes picnicking together next to the creek that cut from one side of the woods to the other. During the school year, they left after Violet finished her homework. When the days grew short, she took a flashlight to guide them safely home again.

This was their routine. Every day. Rain or shine. Hot or cold.

And then, one cruelly beautiful April afternoon, everything changed.

It had been a good day at school. Violet had gotten an eighty-seven on her science test, nailed her part at band practice, and spoken two moderately coherent sentences to Will Frederickson, her sort-of crush. The moment Violet got home, however, she knew something was wrong. Midnight usually ran to greet her, but today he walked gingerly into the foyer, managing only a token lick of Violet’s hand as opposed to the usual cavalcade of kisses. Even more alarming, Midnight shied away when Violet bent down to hook the leash onto his collar.

Midnight never turned down a walk. Ever.

Despite her initial trepidation, Violet convinced herself there was no need to panic; perhaps Midnight was suffering from the canine equivalent of a cold or virus. When she came home from school the next day, however, Midnight barely raised his head to greet her and refused the proffered leash once again. This time she didn’t take no for an answer and coaxed him out the door. Part of Violet thought exercise and fresh air might do him some good. But mostly, she wanted to disprove the unspeakable thought shaking the foundations of her existence.

He’s eleven. That’s seventy-seven in dog years.

He’s not going to live forever.

Midnight did seem to perk up when he got outside, but they had barely reached the woods when his legs grew shaky and he started to whimper. Violet took her dog home, where he threw up all over her mom’s favorite rug.

Something was definitely wrong.

Violet tried to tell her parents, but they were too preoccupied with their precious golden child to pay her any heed. They had paid for Emma to take an expensive SAT prep class on the weekends, but Emma preferred studying alone and didn’t want to go. Mr. Park had insisted that she was going whether she liked it or not, which demonstrated not only a hilarious level of optimism but a complete ignorance of how similar situations had played out in the past. Ever since the Midnight victory when she was five, Emma’s stubborn streak had only grown, and Violet had seen everyone from teachers to coaches to woefully overmatched teenage boys succumb to her will. It was obvious from the start that Emma would never attend an SAT prep class. Their parents, however, insisted on going through the motions, so when the argument grew unbearable (her dad screaming, Emma patiently listening with a half-amused smile), Violet retired to her room and tucked her trusty AirPods into her ears.

As always, the music transported her to a better world.

Mr. Bilowitz, her band teacher, had asked Violet to check out some famous jazz drummers for inspiration; he felt that she was a capable percussionist but wanted her to loosen up a bit. Violet dutifully listened to the tracks he recommended, but while she appreciated the undeniable talent at work, the improvised syncopations left her cold. As a drummer, she had always imagined herself guiding the other instruments through the music so they didn’t get lost. It was the thing she loved most about being a percussionist. Jazz, however, wasn’t like that at all. It was a train without tracks.

An hour later, Emma walked into her room. It was a Saturday night, and she was dressed to go out with her friends. She looked great, as always. Violet suspected that her sister, born first, had snatched up their parents’ best features: her father’s height and stunning dark eyes, her mother’s flowing hair and full lips. By the time Violet arrived five years later, she’d had to settle for what was left over, like a shopper late to a sale.

“Midnight doesn’t look so great,” Emma said. “Is he sick?”

“What do you care?”

“I mean, technically speaking, he is my dog.”

“He’s not your dog! He’s my dog! You never cared—”

“Chill, Vi. I know Midnight is your dog. I was only joking around. Have you told Mom and Dad he’s sick?”

“I tried to. But they were a little preoccupied with your SAT class.”

“That’s over with. I’m not going.”

“Of course you’re not.”

“I’ll tell them Midnight needs to go to the vet.”

“I don’t need your help!”

“Yeah, you do. I can get our illustrious parents to do what I want. You can’t. That’s just the way it works around here. But if you’d rather just let Midnight suffer”—she shrugged—“like you said, he’s your dog.”

Violet grimaced. Emma really was good at getting her own way.

“Fine,” she said.

Emma cupped a hand to her ear. “Do I hear a ‘thank you, Emma’?”

“No. And you never will.”

Emma took a seat on Violet’s bed, filling the air with an undeniably pleasing aroma that smelled like perfume but was just Emma’s natural scent.

“Do you have any friends?” she asked.

“What’s that supposed to mean? Of course I have friends!”

“Who?”

“Leah and Joy.”

“Those are school friends. Not real friends.”

“They’re both.”

Emma shook her head. “I’ve seen the way they act around you. Leah and Joy aren’t real friends. You’re just an accessory. They probably like the idea of being seen as a trio. For some girls, it’s a numbers game.”

“You’re doing a bang-up job of making me feel better.”

Emma’s eyes grew sympathetic. “You’re so attached to that dog, Vi. I just want to make sure that someone will be there for you when he’s not around anymore.”

“He’s just sick.”

“I hope so. But he looks really bad.”

“Get out of my room, Emma.”

“I’m just saying, he’s not going to live forever . . .”

“Get out. Now.”

“. . . and I think you should prepare yourself for the worst.”

“Get out!”

After all these years of ignoring her, of stealing their parents’ attention, of being the reason Violet’s teachers were always disappointed by her (“Not like her sister at all, is she?”), Emma wasn’t allowed to speak about Midnight like that. Besides, she was wrong.

Midnight wasn’t dying. He wasn’t.

He couldn’t.

“I’ll talk to Mom and Dad,” Emma said.

She closed the door gently behind her.
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Emma, as good as her word, convinced their father to take Midnight to the vet the following week. The news wasn’t good. A procedure was suggested that might add a year to Midnight’s life, but it was expensive.

“I’m sorry, but no animal is worth that,” Mr. Park said on the drive home, which proved to Violet how little he understood not only about dogs but about her.

By the time summer came along, Midnight’s condition had deteriorated to such a level that Violet doubted a procedure would do any good anyway, and she dedicated herself to making his final days as enjoyable as possible. In the mornings, she gingerly lifted him into a red wagon she hadn’t used since she was a little girl and pulled him up and down the street. At night, she fed Midnight by hand and stroked his flank, wincing at the way his rib cage protruded from beneath his flesh.

The school year started. Violet hated leaving Midnight alone, but what else could she do? School was school. Each day she ran home, bursting through the front door and falling to Midnight’s side. His days of running to the door to greet her were over, but he usually managed a few thumps of his tail. She placed her head on Midnight’s chest, listening to his weak heartbeat struggling to pump blood through his body, hating that there was nothing she could do to help him.

One rainy Thursday, Violet burst through the front door and found Midnight’s bed empty. Her parents were sitting at the kitchen table, waiting for her.

They didn’t need to tell her. She knew.

“We’re so sorry,” her mother said.

They enfolded her in their arms, and Violet returned their embrace. In the coming days, she would have reason to believe that Midnight’s death was not as natural as they claimed, and that Emma had convinced their parents to euthanize the dog. Violet understood that this was an act of compassion, not just for Midnight, but for Violet, who would never have to live with the consequences of making such a decision. Despite this, she never gave voice to her suspicions, for while she understood and even appreciated her family’s actions, she doubted she could forgive them.

Sometimes, it was better not to know.

Violet was unable to sleep that first night. Sometimes she cried. Mostly she just lay on her side and stared at her wall. At some point after their parents had fallen asleep, Emma climbed beneath the covers and took her sister in her arms. The gesture was so unexpected that Violet remained frozen in place, unsure what to do.

“How are you?” Emma whispered.

“Fine,” Violet replied, instantly on guard. Emma’s kindnesses could sometimes bite.

“You’re not fine.”

“If you knew that, then why’d you ask?”

“I don’t know. It’s what people say.” She ran a hand through Violet’s tangled hair. “Do you even own a hairbrush?”

“Sorry. Not all of us have perfect hair.”

“My hair is only perfect because I work at it. A lot. Honestly, Violet, you have no idea how many hours—”

“Why are you here?”

“To offer you words of wisdom. Things are going to suck for a while. There’s no getting around that part. But you’ll be fine.”

“Easy for you to say. It wasn’t your dog.”

“Well, technically . . .”

“Don’t.”

“I’m just saying—it’s going to take some time, but things will get better. But only if you let them get better. That’s the part I’m worried about. Everyone thinks of me as the stubborn one, but you can be even worse. Once you feel a certain way about something, there’s no changing your mind.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Emma paused a long time before speaking again.

“It means I could see you having trouble letting go of Midnight, and if there’s any way I can help—”

Violet turned away from her. “Stop trying to be a big sister. It doesn’t suit you.”

After a few moments, the bed shifted as Emma left in silence. A part of Violet regretted her unkind words, but mostly she burned with resentment. Emma didn’t have the right to start acting like a normal sister now. When Violet was younger, she had pined for Emma’s attention and been rejected on a regular basis. Those early years had planted a bitter seed in Violet’s heart, and the roots had grown too deep to be expunged through a few consoling words.

Besides, despite Emma’s claims to the contrary, things wouldn’t get better; Violet was sure of it. Midnight’s departure wasn’t a wound that would heal over time. It was an amputation, raw and permanent.

Violet had lost a part of herself, and she would never be whole again.
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Violet was permitted two days home from school. Upon her return, she learned that news of Midnight’s passing had spread throughout the sixth grade, making her a minor celebrity. It was the last thing she wanted. Violet had hoped school might act as an escape from the memories haunting her home, but her classmates’ sympathy, however well intentioned, kept her anchored in grief. The worst part were the cards that covered her locker, a gaudy spotlight on Midnight’s grave. Only Violet’s deeply ingrained politeness kept her from tearing them down and shoving them in the recycling bin.

School was bad.

Home was worse.

Without Midnight to greet her, the house felt like a tomb, and Violet couldn’t bear to remain inside for long. She retraced their daily walk through the woods, hoping to find some comfort there, but navigating the familiar paths only emphasized the loss of her beloved companion. Nevertheless, she couldn’t seem to stop herself, like picking at a scab. Her grief, instead of relinquishing its grasp as her sister had promised, only tightened its hold. Violet found herself growing short-tempered, not only at her family, who were doing their best to stay even more distant than usual, but all the other dog owners in the neighborhood. She stopped smiling at kindly Dr. Treadwell and her dachshund, Pincer; no longer laughed at Mr. Lemon’s dad jokes or pet his cockapoo, Gremlin; and felt her blood boil every time Sito paraded past her house with not just one healthy dalmatian, but two.

Why should their pets live while Midnight was nothing but ashes?

It wasn’t fair.

Enough time passed that Violet could take down the cards on her locker without offending anyone (sliding them into a recycling bin when no one was looking), and Midnight’s death was forgotten by everyone but her. It turned out that Emma had been right about Leah and Joy, who proved themselves to be little more than fair-weather friends. When Violet continued to be a bummer long after what they considered a proper mourning period, they gradually started to ghost her. Violet didn’t mind. She felt like a ghost. Every day, she walked in the woods. Every night, she cried. This might have continued for some time had it not been for the vicious hurricane that hit Haywood like a knockout punch, closing stores and schools and—most importantly, as far as Violet was concerned—imprisoning her in her house for two full days. When she was finally able to resume her daily ritual, the woods had been transformed into a labyrinth of fallen trees and impassable quagmires. With the usual paths gone, Violet was forced to traverse foreign routes that had seemingly appeared overnight.

She soon found herself in a strange clearing.

The air in this part of the woods hung heavy with decay, and the trunks of the sickly-looking trees were mottled with gray fungus. Other than her own breathing, which had suddenly increased in intensity, the only sound was the dead leaves crunching beneath her feet. No birdsong. No rustling. None of the usual comforting signs (shouts, leaf blowers, bouncing balls) that humans were just a short walk away.

It was as if she had stepped into a different world.

Violet knew she should return to more familiar paths. Her sense of direction was passable at best, and if she wandered much farther, she ran the risk of getting lost. Going back was the logical thing to do. The smart thing. Nevertheless, she kept walking. These were her woods—hers and Midnight’s—and she felt duty bound to unearth their secrets. As she crossed the clearing, however, and the passage back to the known world faded into the distance, she couldn’t help feeling like a swimmer who had wandered too far from shore. Her heart raced. Cold sweat pricked her neck. Perhaps if Midnight had been there, things might have been different, but without the comforting weight of his leash in her hand, her courage started to wane. She glanced up at the slate-gray sky. Dusk was on the horizon, with full dark waiting in the wings. If she got lost, she might find herself wandering out here at night . . .

“Yeah,” she muttered. “This is stupid.”

Violet reversed direction. She could always return another day. Or not. Maybe some places were better left unexplored.

“Wishhhhhh,” whispered a voice.

Violet screamed and spun around, certain there would be someone behind her. Someone standing close enough to whisper in her ear.

The woods mocked Violet with their emptiness.

Violet had heard something. She was sure of it. Perhaps it had simply been the wind, a totally normal whoooooosh that her frightened mind had misheard as wishhhhhh. A solid theory. One minor flaw, though. There was no wind. The desiccated leaves, light enough to go airborne with the slightest breath, remained as still as gravestones.

“Wisssshhhhhh!”

Louder this time. More insistent.

The woods remained as empty as ever.

She should run. That would be the smart thing to do, the logical choice for any sane, rational person. Voice from nowhere? Dark and creepy woods? Run. Yet she did not. If the voice had spoken a different word—a threat, an exclamation, her name—Violet would have already been halfway home. But wish was powerful enough to still her feet, a world of promises packed into a single syllable. Violet’s parents had never read her a single fairy tale, but a library card and plenty of free time had left her well versed in genie lamps and magic coins.

What if this part of the woods wasn’t dangerous at all? What if it was magic? There was only one thing her heart desired, and if there was even the slightest chance that wish could be granted . . .

She searched the area, kicking at leaves and gazing into treetops. What was she even looking for? She had no idea. Violet willed the voice to make its presence felt and guide her, but it had gone conspicuously silent. If she had to guess—and really, everything was a guess at this point, wasn’t it?—she thought it might have exerted all its energy just reaching out to her in the first place.

The trees grew hazy beneath the crepuscular sky.

Violet thought of other fairy tales she had read. Wolves stalking red-cloaked girls. Imps dancing in the firelight. Nothing good happens in the woods, her rational side insisted. Leave. Now. Before it gets dark out. She would. Soon. But if there was even the whisper of a chance that something extraordinary might be happening, something that could give her back what she had lost, she had to do everything in her power to try.

What if this is all a trap? whispered that same rational voice. It was a chilling thought. What if there was no wish at all, and this was just a baited hook to keep her in the woods until the sun went down and the things that lured her here crept out of the shadows?

She’d give it another five minutes. No more than that. And then she’d run.

Finally, when only the barest hint of sunlight remained in the sky, Violet found a rocky knoll about a quarter of the height of the surrounding trees. A massive oak tree, uprooted by the recent storm, had come crashing down on top of it, providing a walkway to the top that would no doubt thrill adventurous children for years to come. For now, Violet was far more interested in the debris the tree had knocked loose—or rather, what the displaced debris had revealed.

The mouth of a cave.
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Violet’s rational voice tried to point out that while bad things happened in woods, even worse things happened in caves, and she needed to run—not walk—from that beckoning darkness. At any other time she might have listened, but right now her raging curiosity, deaf to reason, was in full control.

Just one peek, she thought, approaching the cave. It’s not like I’m going inside or anything.

Although the original mouth had been large enough to swallow Violet with ease, there had clearly been a cave-in at some point, creating an avalanche of rocks and stones that blocked the entrance—save a small opening created by the tree’s recent impact. The ground was muddy. Violet took her time, carefully maneuvering around the chunks of jagged debris and fallen branches that littered the slight incline, and finally reached the mouth of the cave. After a slight hesitation during which her rational side made one last desperate plea for caution, Violet peeked through the opening.

The darkness was absolute.

“Hello?” Violet asked. “Anyone there?”

Something dripped in the distance. Other than that, all was silent.

Violet was pretty sure she could squeeze through the opening, but that was a step too far even for her. Instead, she pressed her hands against the cold limestone to either side of the gap and inched her head into the cave. A foul, fishy stench made her gag.

It smelled like something had died.

Violet jerked back and fortified herself with several swallows of cold air. There was still enough light to see by, but in fifteen minutes—maybe less—that would change. One quick peek, Violet decided, activating the flashlight on her phone. And then I’m out of here. Covering her mouth with one hand, she reached her arm through the gap and scanned the darkness. At first there wasn’t much to see. Rocky wall. Rocky ground. Rocky ceiling. Then Violet caught sight of a passageway at the rear of the cave. Curious where it led, she leaned through the opening, stretching out her arm as far as it would go . . .

And dropped her phone.

A disheartening crack shot through the cave. Violet gasped, her fear of magic voices and getting lost in the woods momentarily displaced by the far more horrifying thought that she had broken her phone. Even worse, it had been swallowed by the darkness and lay well beyond her reach.

Violet had two choices. Either leave her phone behind or climb into the cave and get it.

She extracted herself from the opening and considered her options. She could come back tomorrow when it was bright and sunny. Her phone wasn’t going anywhere. But if she did that, how was she going to get out of the woods tonight? Violet didn’t like the idea of attempting the return journey without any source of light—or a way to contact someone if she needed help.

She had to go inside the cave.

“In and out,” Violet said, rubbing her hands together like a swimmer contemplating a cold plunge. “No problem. You’ve got this.”

Gritting her teeth, Violet shimmied through the opening and found the cold floor of the cave with her outstretched hands. After taking a deep breath, she hand-walked forward until she had pulled her entire body free of the gap, then rose to her feet. Without the outside air to dilute it, the fishy smell was dank and overpowering. Earlier, the stench had reminded her of something dead. Now she wasn’t so sure. If something lived in this cave—something waiting in the darkness for a girl foolish enough to climb into its lair—wasn’t this exactly how it would smell?

Hurry up, Violet thought.

On her hands and knees, she searched the floor as though looking for a lost contact, trying not to imagine her fingers meeting something cold and slimy in the dark. At last, she felt the familiar shape of her phone and tapped the screen, eager for light. Nothing happened. Violet tapped harder. Still nothing. Running her finger along the screen, she felt several ominous cracks.

Fix it later, she thought. Outside the cave.

Violet slipped the useless phone into her pocket and turned around.

The exit was gone.

That can’t be right, she thought, fighting back a wave of panic. If the debris had shifted and closed the hole, she would have heard it. She had simply gotten confused while searching for her phone. The exit was behind her. Or to the side. She was facing the wrong way.

It was the only thing that made sense.

Does hearing voices in your head make sense? her rational voice asked, with just a hint of told-you-so. Does climbing into a dark cave make sense?

Violet’s heart hammered in her chest. She needed to get out of here. Now. Despite the desire to frantically search the cave for the exit—which was definitely still there!—Violet resisted the temptation to move. What if she was wrong? What if she was facing the right direction right now, only the exit was blocked? Escape might be as simple as shoving some debris out of the way. Easy. If she moved, however, she might become disoriented. Once that happened, finding the exit again would be far more difficult—maybe even impossible.

“Stay calm,” Violet whispered, and instantly regretted opening her mouth. Was it her imagination, or had the fishy smell gotten stronger? She couldn’t think about that right now. She had to focus. How do I mark the direction I’m facing so I can find it again in the dark? she thought. She considered using her phone but decided her coat was an even better idea. After laying it down in the hypothetical direction of the exit, Violet slowly spun in a circle, keeping her eyes peeled for even the slightest hint of moonlight shining through a gap.

All was darkness. The exit really had vanished into thin air.

Fear sank its fangs deep. What if she couldn’t find a way out of here? It might be weeks before someone else found the cave. Months. Years. She’d be trapped here. Alone. In the dark.

Or maybe not alone. What if there was something in the cave with her? Something that smelled like an exhibit in an aquarium little kids would be too scared to visit.

Trembling slightly, Violet followed her coat toward what she believed to be the exit. She walked through the darkness with her arms outstretched, not wanting to add a bashed face to her growing list of problems. At any moment, she expected to feel cold rocks. Instead, she found herself touching a warm, yielding surface that moved beneath her fingers, slight but undeniable. In. Out.

A breath.

Violet leaped back in fear. As she did, the wish monster opened its eyes.
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Three fat eyes with glowing purple irises stared down at her from the ceiling. The eyes were the size of beach balls and seemed to hover in midair, unattached to a body. Upon further inspection, however—and using the irises’ illumination—Violet spotted thin, wisp-like tentacles, like those of a jellyfish, suspending them. These tentacles ran along the ceiling and into the passageway Violet had seen earlier. As impossible as it seemed, she suspected the rest of the creature lay somewhere deeper in the cave and had sent its eyes to see who was trespassing in its home.

Perhaps its body was too large to squeeze through the passageway. Or maybe it was on its way right now.

Violet didn’t want to find out.

The irises were bright enough to light the entire chamber, allowing Violet to see that the gap in the rocks had been plugged up by a pulsating ooze the color of raw mushrooms. Like the eyes, this ooze was connected via tentacle to some point deeper in the cave, and seemed, for all intents and purposes, to be breathing. What was it, exactly? Some kind of internal organ? A lung? A heart? Was this creature, whatever it was, able to split apart at will and send its body parts out on tentacled leashes? Just thinking about it made Violet’s head spin, but right now, she didn’t need to understand. She only needed to escape.

Violet curled her fingers into a fist and charged the ooze, intending to punch it as hard as she could. Just as she was reaching back to deliver the first blow, however, the voice from the woods, much louder now, hissed through the opening at the rear of the chamber.

“WISH!”

Although the owner of the voice lived somewhere deep within the bowels of the cave, and the force of this exhalation had surely diminished during its journey through a labyrinth of dark tunnels, it was still powerful enough to blow Violet’s hair across her face.

What’s down there? she wondered.

Violet heard a slithering sound and looked up. A tentacle as thick as a tree branch was moving just beneath the ceiling, starting from the back passage and winding around a broken stalactite before returning, on a loop, from whence it had come. It reminded Violet of ski-lift cables, a comparison that seemed even more apt as the tentacle transported three small wells into the chamber and deposited them carefully on the floor. Terrified and curious in equal measure, Violet took a closer look. The wells weren’t big enough to be functional but instead looked like decorations in a backyard garden, with interwoven tree branches arched over a cylindrical stone base. A small wooden bucket hung from the center of each arch.

Violet peered into the middle well and was startled by her own reflection. She hadn’t expected there to be water inside.

“WISH!” screamed the voice from below, corroborating the idea that had already been forming in Violet’s head.

They’re not just regular wells, she thought. They’re wishing wells.

Each eye picked an individual well to illuminate, like spotlights on a stage. Three eyes. Three wells. Three wishes. Just like in a storybook. But what should she do? Just ask? Could it be that simple?

It was worth a try.

“I wish I had a million dollars,” Violet said.

Nothing happened. In a way, she was relieved. Violet had spoken the first wish that came to mind, and while a million dollars would have been nice, she didn’t consider it truly wish-worthy. In retrospect, she was glad she hadn’t wasted her first wish, and promised herself not to rush next time.

Still, why hadn’t it worked?

She ran her hands along the cold stone of the wishing well. Felt the twisted branches of the arch. Peeked inside the bucket.

Empty.

“What am I supposed to do?” she asked.

“WISH!” exclaimed the voice.

“Yeah, I got that,” replied Violet. “But how? These things don’t exactly come with instruction manuals.”

Out of ideas, Violet poked the water with her index finger—and arched her back as something slithered along the creases of her brain, riffling through thoughts and memories with the practiced ease of a doctor using a stethoscope. It only lasted a few seconds. It felt like an eternity.

The water in the well began to glow.

Squinting her eyes, glasses dangling from the edge of her nose, Violet looked into the water and saw a pair of drumsticks. The scene grew more detailed. A drum set took form, a stage, an auditorium packed with a cheering crowd—and finally Violet herself as the headline act, beating the drum with ferocious skill. I can be the best drummer in the school, she thought. Maybe even the world. She could already picture the look of pride on her parents’ faces.

The wish monster would make it happen. Violet was sure of it.

Excited now, she dipped her entire hand into the second well and felt a similar probing in her mind before a new scene materialized beneath the glowing water: Violet in bed, sound asleep. Only it wasn’t her own bed. Or bedroom. This room was larger with the best view in the entire house.

It was Emma’s room.

Was she just borrowing her sister’s room for the night? No. Violet’s bookcase sat in the corner, overflowing with her favorite graphic novels. Photos of Greece, a place she had always dreamed of visiting, hung on the wall. This was her room, no doubt about it. Her parents opened the door and gazed upon Violet’s sleeping form with a hitherto unseen level of love and affection—while Emma stood behind them with clear envy on her face.

“I can finally be the favorite for once,” Violet said.

She moved onto the third well. A single touch of her finger, the now familiar feeling of having her mind searched, and the most important wish of all appeared: a young and healthy Midnight staring back at her with adoring eyes.

Drum star. Favorite child. Midnight’s return.

It was everything she wanted.

“Did you do it?” Violet asked, speaking in the direction of the voice. “Are my wishes granted?”

She didn’t think so. If that were the case, the wish monster surely would have removed the ooze plugging the exit and let her go. There was something else she was supposed to do. But what?

A small object dropped from above and clinked to the ground in front of her, bouncing several times before coming to a stop. Even in the dim light, it glittered.

A gold coin.

Violet picked it up. The coin was the size and shape of a silver dollar. One side was slick and warm, with a stench that would cling to Violet’s fingertips for days afterward. The other side was slightly bumpy. The coin seemed old enough to belong in a museum case, and Violet wondered if the sands of time had eroded an image once embossed onto its surface.

“WISH!”

Violet looked at the three wells, then down at the coin in her hand. She thought she understood. The wish monster wasn’t giving her three wishes. It was giving her three choices. Now she needed to pick one. Violet walked past the wells, peering into each one, doing her due diligence. Drummer. Favorite. Both were tempting but paled in comparison to the wish in the third well, a chance to know happiness again.

Midnight.

Violet tossed the coin into the well. As it sank, the coin spouted a comet’s tail of prune-colored light that swirled through the water, darkening its hue. The miniature version of Midnight began to run around in excited circles, which Violet considered a positive sign.

She closed her eyes and wished with all her heart, hoping the strength of her love might aid whatever other magic was at play here.

Come back to me, she thought.

Violet screamed in surprise as geysers of water shot upward from the other two wells, nearly touching the ceiling before reversing direction and slamming into the floor of the cave, splashing her shoes and pants. Blinding circles of sunlight beamed upward from the wells, as though they were portholes into the outside world, and Violet could have sworn she heard the sound of seagulls. A moment later, all was dark. When she peeked into the wells—somewhat cautiously, in case they weren’t done spitting water—the aquatic dioramas portraying her alternate wishes had vanished. Gone were her new bedroom and doting parents. Gone was her career as a world-class drummer.

Once she chose a wish, there was no need for the other two options to keep existing.

One wish per customer, thought Violet.

That didn’t explain the sunlight or the seagulls, but too much was happening, and far too quickly, for Violet’s mind to linger on that minor mystery; right now, the tentacle above her was hooking itself around the two wells and carting them away. The third well remained in place. More than just the color of the water had changed; it now smelled as briny as the sea, and inexplicably began to rise, as though being replenished from some invisible source.

Violet took a step back as the water overflowed and splattered to the floor.

“WISH!”

The sudden fury in the voice scared her. Fury—and desperation. There was something the wish monster wanted Violet to do, and fast.

“I already made my wish!” she exclaimed, wondering what she was missing.

The tentacle shook the tiny bucket hanging above the well. Circling to the other side to avoid the water spilling down the slanted floor of the cave, Violet tilted the bucket in her direction and saw that it now held a black dog collar. The tentacle shook the bucket again: Take it, take it NOW!

Violet did, and the tentacle snatched up the third well, which quickly vanished into the darkness. Later, she would realize this was why the wish monster had wanted her to act so quickly. It was forbidden—why or how, Violet couldn’t even begin to guess—from taking the well until she had removed the prize from its bucket. Right now, however, this was the furthest thing from Violet’s thoughts. All she could think about was the collar in her hands. The leather was soft and fine, as though it had been fashioned by a master tanner. From it dangled a silver tag engraved with the word M dn ght.

Violet twisted it in her hands.

“I didn’t wish for a dog collar!” she exclaimed, anger coursing through her veins. Was the wish monster little more than a cruel trickster? “I wished for my dog.”

The ooze withdrew with a sucking sound like cranberry sauce sliding from a can and the chorus of crickets and katydids that inhabited the forest could be heard once more. Violet was free to leave. A few minutes ago, she would have seized the opportunity and leaped through the gap without hesitation, before the wish monster could change its mind.

Now, however, she refused to move. Disappointment and fury kept her feet rooted to the ground.

“Where’s Midnight?” she screamed, anger emboldening her. “Give me back my dog! That was my wish! You promised me!”

The wish monster’s response, if it could even be called that, was to withdraw its eyes and tentacles from the outer chamber of the cave, leaving no evidence of its presence other than twin puddles of water on the ground. This left Violet with two choices. She could either leave, hoping that Midnight was waiting for her at home and the dog collar was just a strange parting gift, or she could saunter deeper into the cave—how much deeper, who knew?—and continue to press her case once she found the wish monster in the darkness of its true home.

Violet decided to go home.

Night had fallen, but the dark didn’t frighten her; her experience in the cave had inured her against such commonplace fears. She found her way through the woods—worrying at the collar in her hands the entire time, as though trying to wring some meaning out of it—and entered her house. No one asked where she had been. Violet went up the creaky stairs to her room and sat on the edge of the bed.

Had she really gone through all that just for a stupid collar?

Wondering if she was missing something, Violet reexamined the collar beneath the light of her desk lamp. The buckle and tag were gold—maybe real gold—but held no secrets. Could there be a magic word etched into the leather? A button hidden beneath its stitches? Violet didn’t think so, but she ran her fingers along every inch of the collar anyway, leaving them oily with the faint smell of sandalwood.

“What do I do?” Violet asked, punching the mattress over and over again. Had it all been some kind of cruel trick? “I don’t know what to do! I’m sorry, Midnight.”

The temperature in the room suddenly plummeted. Violet gasped and her breath plumed in the air, as though she were standing outside on a winter morning.

She was no longer alone.

“Midnight?” she asked. The room looked empty, but Violet knew it wasn’t true; she had always been able to sense the presence of her dog and knew he was there. “Come here, Midnight,” she said, slapping her thigh. “Come here, boy.”

Familiar weight pressed against her leg, the fur freezing instead of warm. Violet felt for his neck and slipped the collar around it. Closing the buckle was difficult—her fingertips had gone numb from the cold—but she finally managed, shackling Midnight to this world.

He appeared. Warm once more. Healthy.

Alive.

At that precise moment, a crashing noise reverberated through the night. Heard by all, quickly forgotten. As for Violet Park, she didn’t register the noise at all. She was too overcome with joy, her face buried in the fur of her best friend.

She thought she’d never let him go.
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Violet couldn’t sleep. The fact that Midnight was back again felt like a dream, and she was afraid if she closed her eyes he would disappear again.

Could this really be happening?

Midnight was in the prime of his life and in seemingly perfect health. Violet examined his body with the thoroughness of a vet giving a physical, a process that Midnight seemed to find immensely amusing. His fur was soft. His nose warm. No unusual lumps or wounds. No new sharp teeth. He cast a reflection in a mirror. When Violet took a photo, he showed up. When she fed him some leftover chicken, he didn’t bite her fingers.

He wasn’t a ghost or zombie-dog.

He was just Midnight.

As the night wore on, Violet’s initial wonder faded enough to permit some practical concerns. First and foremost: How was she going to explain Midnight’s sudden reappearance? The entire world thought he was dead.

Unless . . .

Could she say he was a different dog entirely? Even if he bore a striking resemblance to the original Midnight, so what? No one was going to suspect he had cheated death and the hands of time. They would just assume, logically enough, that Violet had found a dog that looked the same as her beloved Midnight.

That could work, she thought.

Unfortunately, it didn’t solve another, larger issue: even if her mom and dad believed Midnight was a brand-new dog, they would never allow Violet to keep her. Her parents had only adopted Midnight in the first place because Emma had wanted a dog, and they had never truly warmed to having a pet in the house. Violet couldn’t imagine them repeating the process just to make their youngest daughter happy. That wasn’t the way things worked in the Park house.

As much as Violet hated to admit it, she needed help.

After finally catching a few hours of sleep, Violet woke earlier than usual and went downstairs. Her sister, a creature of habit and always the earliest riser in the family, was parceling out a carefully measured teaspoon of oat milk into her coffee. She regarded Violet’s arrival with a frustrated sigh, like a driver expecting an easy commute but hitting a blockade of unexpected traffic instead.

“You’re up early,” Emma said.

“And with good reason!” exclaimed Violet, stepping aside to reveal Midnight. “Ta da! I found this little fella wandering in the woods! Isn’t he adorable? I’m thinking that if we work together, we can talk Mom and Dad into keeping him.”

Emma stirred her coffee. The spoon clinked against the glass.

“It’s too early for me to deal with this level of weirdness,” she said, taking a sip.

“Please help me! Pleaaasssee! If I ask for a dog, I figure I’ve got a ten percent chance, tops. But if you ask for a dog, that rockets up to eighty, ninety percent. Mom and Dad always give you anything you want.”

“That’s not true. I wanted a normal sister. Look what I ended up with.”

“So you’ll help me?”

“I need to get ready for school, Vi. And you need medication.”

Emma tried to slip by, but Violet blocked her.

“Look at those big brown eyes, Emma. How can you resist? He looks just like Midnight!”

“Yes, Violet. He looks like Midnight. Because he is Midnight.”

Violet wondered if she had heard correctly.

“You know this is Midnight?” she asked.

“Uh-huh.”

“And you’re not freaked out?”

“By you? Yes. The dog? No.”

“You seriously don’t remember him dying?”

For a fleeting moment, an expression of genuine concern crossed Emma’s face. “Are you okay, Vi? For real.”

“Do you remember or not?”

“Not. Because it never happened.”

Violet, unlike her parents, could always tell when her sister was lying. She wasn’t now. She truly had no recollection of Midnight’s death.

Could the wish monster really have changed her memory? Violet thought.

“I don’t know what your deal is, but I’m getting Mom,” Emma said. “She can figure this out.”

“I’m okay,” Violet said. “I just had a bad nightmare, that’s all. Midnight got hit by a car—in the nightmare, that is—and when I woke up I guess I was a little confused.”

“Why did you think Midnight wasn’t Midnight?”

“It was a really bad nightmare.”

Emma gave her a long look and rolled her eyes. “Whatever,” she said, brushing past her sister.

Violet waited a few moments until Emma had closed her bedroom door and looked Midnight in the eyes.

“Do you think it’s just Emma who doesn’t remember?” she asked. “No. Why would it just be her? It has to be everyone. If that’s true, the wish monster didn’t just bring you back. It made it so you never died at all!”

Soon afterward, Mr. Park trudged into the kitchen and quickly confirmed Violet’s hypothesis by ignoring Midnight’s presence completely, just as he had every other day of the dog’s life. This should have been proof enough, but Violet wanted confirmation that the magic wasn’t just isolated to her own home, so she snapped a pic of Midnight with the message “best dog ever” and texted it to Leah and Joy. In a matter of seconds, she received a heart from Leah and a “cutie!” from Joy. Zero signs of surprise.

Case closed. Midnight’s death had been completely wiped from the memory of the world.

Violet took a seat on the couch and marveled at her good fortune. Yesterday, her heart had felt like it would never heal. Today, her best friend was back, and no one was the wiser.

The impossible had happened.

Midnight was alive. Alive!

All thanks to the wish monster.

Stroking her dog’s ears with a wonder she doubted would ever diminish, Violet pondered the nature of her unlikely benefactor. Despite its monstrous appearance, despite its gruff manner (“WISH!”) that was probably due more to a language barrier than any intent to intimidate, the wish monster had proven, beyond doubt, the purity of its heart. How else to explain the dog currently resting its head on her knee? The wish monster was a miracle worker, plain and simple. She felt ashamed for having judged it based on such trivial matters as its appearance and dank environs.

And the most amazing apart? The true proof of its essential goodness?

Although it had given her a gift beyond compare, the wish monster hadn’t asked for anything in return.
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During those first few days, Violet couldn’t bear to be apart from her dog. She followed him from room to room like an overprotective parent—prompting all sorts of snide comments from Emma—terrified that her wish might be taken away as easily as it had been given. School was torture. She was certain Midnight would be gone when she returned home, the urn holding his ashes restored to its previous place atop their fireplace mantel. Nights weren’t any better. Violet woke frequently, her hand reaching out for the familiar feel of Midnight by her side.

Still there, she thought with relief. For now.

At long last, Violet accepted that Midnight’s return was indeed a permanent one, and her concern passed. With her mind now free to explore other avenues, her curiosity about the wish monster took center stage. Where had it come from? How long had it been inside that cave? And, of course, the question that eclipsed all others: What was it? Violet spent several long afternoons searching online for information about a “monster that grants wishes,” but outside of a few video game references, found nothing. Yet the wish monster was real; there was no doubt about that. Despite the creature’s extraordinary nature, she was positive she hadn’t hallucinated or dreamed her time in the cave. It had happened.

Just a short walk from her house lived a monster that could grant wishes. The secret burned within her, and Violet yearned to share it.

But with who?

Two months ago, the choice would have been easy: Leah and Joy. Unfortunately, that would no longer work. Violet couldn’t stop thinking about the way they had dropped her when she hadn’t recovered from Midnight’s death in what they deemed a timely fashion. It didn’t matter that Leah and Joy, having no memory of these past events, had returned to treating Violet as though nothing had happened. Violet remembered.

She could never trust them with her secret.

So who?

Her parents, being her parents, seemed like an obvious choice, but did they truly deserve to have their wishes granted? Her father, who introduced her on a regular basis as “his other daughter”? Her mother, who consistently remembered the month that Violet had been born but never the day? Yes, they had fed and clothed her, but with all the care one might show an unwanted houseplant—never with love, the nourishment she most desired.

Even worse, once she told her parents about the wish monster, they would immediately share the news with Emma. And the last thing Violet wanted was for her beautiful, perfect sister to get a wish on top of all the other gifts that life had bestowed upon her. It would be like the richest person on Earth winning the lottery.

For that reason alone, she couldn’t tell her parents.

There were certainly other wish-worthy people in Violet’s life—a kind aunt, a beloved teacher. It was only a matter of time before she brought someone to the cave. But Violet found that she wasn’t in any rush. Once she told one person, the secret would spread like wildfire, and the wish monster would no longer be her special secret.

She wanted to keep it to herself just a little longer.

Slowly but surely, life began to beat with its regular rhythm again. Violet did her best to forgive Leah and Joy, but though she longed to reset their friendship to factory settings, she knew there would always be an unbreachable distance between them. Mr. and Mrs. Park bought Emma a new car. Violet walked Midnight twice a day, though never through the woods. She was trying to forget about the wish monster. It was easier to pretend that Midnight had never died at all, that those weeks without her best friend had been little more than a terrible nightmare.

Then a boy named Hudson Causeway remembered, and that ruined everything.
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What’s so special about Hudson Causeway? Violet wondered.

She paced her room, trying to remember everything she knew about the boy. It wasn’t much. Although they had been in the same school for years and lived minutes away from each other, he had barely made a ripple in her day-to-day existence. In fact, Violet couldn’t remember having a single conversation with him.

So what did she know?

His best friend was that gamer dude, Quinn Taylor, which seemed an odd choice; while Hudson was quiet and unassuming, Quinn was a chatterbox without an off switch. Mr. Bilowitz was always on his case for talking to anyone who would listen and disrupting their rehearsals (and also for never practicing his trombone).

Had Hudson been in any of her elementary school classes? If so, she honestly couldn’t remember. The boy barely cast a shadow.

Violet pieced together what little information she did know:

Hudson raised his hand a lot in class but none of the teachers ever called on him.

He was very neat. She had taken a peek at his notes once, and they had looked like something a teacher might write.

Unlike other boys, Hudson favored pressed khakis and button-down shirts, which he tucked into his pants. Violet remembered Leah making fun of the way Hudson dressed once and felt bad for laughing about it.

Hudson seemed younger than other sixth graders. Not just because he was small for his age. There was something else, but Violet couldn’t put her finger on it.

In short, Hudson was a perfectly nice, perfectly forgettable boy—yet seemed to be the only person in the world who remembered the truth about Midnight.

Why?

Could the wish monster have made a mistake? Or could Hudson, through some genetic anomaly, be immune to its powers? That might not be too bad. Violet would have to come up with some kind of cover story to explain things, but once that was done, Hudson would probably forget all about it.

On the other hand, what if this was a sign that the wish magic itself was beginning to unravel, and Hudson was only the first of many people who would now know the truth?

Violet couldn’t let that happen.

After gathering what she needed in a red shopping bag, Violet found herself standing in front of Hudson Causeway’s house. Who are you? she wondered. Although Violet knew it wasn’t fair, at that moment she hated Hudson Causeway with all her heart. Everything had been going fine! Better than fine—perfect! And then he had to show up and ruin it all.

I need to know what’s going on, she thought.

Violet ran into the woods.
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This time around, there were no cries of “Wish” to guide her. Either the wish monster assumed she remembered the way or didn’t want to lure her with false promises.

Midnight followed close behind her. Initially, he had seemed excited to explore the woods, but as they drew closer to the cave, his attitude changed. His hackles rose, and a mixture of low growls and whimpers rumbled from his throat. On more than one occasion, he grabbed Violet’s sleeve and attempted to drag her back.

“Stop being such a wuss,” Violet said, shaking him off. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. The wish monster is our friend.”

Midnight wasn’t convinced. When they reached the cave, he maintained a respectful distance and continued to voice his displeasure as Violet climbed through the gap.

“Hi,” she said, dragging the grocery bag behind her. “I had money left over from my birthday—my parents never buy me actual presents, way too much trouble—so I went to the store and got you some food. I wasn’t sure what you liked, so I brought a bunch of different things.” She dumped the contents of the bag onto the floor. “Lettuce, carrots, chicken, peanut butter, potato chips, ground beef . . .”

The cave remained silent. There was no way of knowing whether the wish monster was listening. Perhaps it was nocturnal, and right now it was in deep slumber, completely oblivious to Violet’s presence.

If that was the case, she was wasting her time.

“Thank you, by the way,” she said. “For what you did. There’s no way I can ever repay you.”

Silence.

“You hear that barking outside? That’s Midnight. Alive! So the wish was a complete success, in case you were wondering. Probably you weren’t. Probably you already knew that. Except there is this one thing. A boy. That trick you pulled, where you changed everyone’s memory? Excellent trick, by the way. Except it didn’t work on him. Did you, I don’t know, miss or something? You had to change a lot of memories, so I could see how one might slip through the cracks. And, I hate to ask you for anything else, after everything you’ve done, but if you could just fix this one little thing, I would really—”

Violet had been so involved in her speech that she hadn’t noticed the block of ooze pass over her head and plug the gap. For a moment, darkness reigned, then the three eyes of the wish monster opened before her, casting her surroundings in a purplish glow. The thick tentacle shot across the ceiling, curving around the same conveniently placed stalactite as before, and began its conveyer belt movement. Stone wells emerged from the darkness and passed above Violet like parts in an assembly line.

Is it giving me a second wish? she wondered with a thrill of excitement.

But no—unlike last time, the wells remained far out of reach. This was something else. Something different. A dozen wishing wells curved around the stalactite before returning to the darkness. Two dozen. Faster, faster, water sloshing over their sides and splashing to the ground.

“WISSSSSSSSSH!” screeched the wish monster. “WISSSSSSSSSH!”

“If you want me to make a wish, you need to lower the wells!”

“WISSSSSSSSSH!”

“I can’t! They’re too high!”

The wells flew by faster than ever, the tentacle screeching like an overworked cable. What does it want me to do? Violet wondered.

“WISSSSSSSSSSH!”

The tone was slightly different than before. Not anger, exactly. Frustration. The wish monster wanted her to do something.

But what?

Finally, the wells stopped coming. The wish monster’s eyes withdrew, followed shortly by the plug blocking the entrance. Daylight lit the cave.

“I’m sorry,” Violet said, feeling like she had let the wish monster down. “I don’t understand what you’re trying to tell me.”

She stood there a long time, thinking it through, but remained just as confused as ever. How can I wish for something when it won’t let me wish? she wondered. And what does this have to do with Hudson Causeway?

Violet finally gave up. Just before she crawled through the gap in defeat, she took one last look over her shoulder.

The wish monster had taken the meat but left all the other food behind.
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Violet couldn’t sleep that night.

She lay in bed, trying to decode the wish monster’s message. As far as she could tell, its vocabulary was limited to a single word, so it was impossible to convey complicated thoughts through speaking alone. It had to use creativity, like someone drawing a picture when words weren’t enough.

“It wanted me to know it has a lot of wells,” Violet said, working through her thoughts out loud while absentmindedly stroking her snoring dog (who had long ago grown bored of such human ruminations). “But why? If it was offering me a wish, it would have lowered three wells like last time. So it didn’t want to give me a wish. Yet it kept saying ‘wish.’ Maybe it meant a completely different word, only ‘wish’ is all it can say.” She tossed that premise around for a while and decided it was fruitless; if the wish monster had meant a different word altogether, there was no way to guess it. “Besides, that doesn’t explain all the wells. So let’s just assume ‘wish’ means ‘wish.’ But we’re back to square one, because there was no way for me to make a wish. Unless . . .”

Violet sat up in bed. Midnight, momentarily disturbed from his slumber, gave her a rueful look and immediately returned to sleep.

“. . . I’m not the one it wants to give a wish to.”

Once Violet made this leap, everything seemed so obvious. She was embarrassed it had taken her so long to figure it out.

She knew what the wish monster had been trying to tell her.

She knew why Hudson Causeway had been the only one to remember Midnight’s death.

And, most importantly of all, she knew that she had been wrong about one very important detail:

The wish monster expected payment after all.
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3

Domino Effect
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“As hard as it is to believe,” Mr. Bishop said, “we used to ride our bikes everywhere when I was a kid. And when I say everywhere, I mean everywhere. And no cell phones, those electronic leashes! No parents texting us every half hour to make sure we were safe, no apps pinpointing our precise location at all times. We came back when we came back, full of secrets and stories.”

They were supposed to be reviewing for their test on the Aztec Empire. Things had been going well until sly Ernest Looms, perfectly aware of what he was doing, asked Mr. Bishop if he had studied the Aztecs back when he was a kid. From there, the conversation had skipped from how tests were different back then (“Let me tell you about something called a Scantron and poor Lucy Riverhead, who had the great misfortune to own a number-one pencil . . .”) to Mr. Bishop’s best friends growing up (“Fred Willingham, who we called Buzz because he always had a buzzcut, until one day we found out he was deathly allergic to bees, so it seemed kind of mean . . .”) to the current topic: bicycles.

“My bike was a Huffy,” Mr. Bishop continued. “Nothing expensive, this clunky thing with handlebars that sometimes got stuck no matter how well I oiled them, not nearly as fast as Keith’s expensive Schwinn from an actual bicycle shop, but none of that mattered. I loved that bike like a brother. I remember this one time when . . .”

There were only fifteen minutes left in the period. Soon, Mr. Bishop would realize how much time had passed, feel guilty, and postpone their test. It wouldn’t be the first time. Hudson heard whispers behind him and glanced over his shoulder. Luke Hayes, who had never studied for a test in his life, congratulated Ernest on his well-played gambit. Past the boys, Hudson caught a glimpse of Violet Park.

She was staring at him.

Hudson quickly redirected his attention to the front of the room. He had been thinking about his strange encounter with Violet all morning and wished he could stop. It was a frustrating waste of time, an endless circle. Hudson remembered her dog dying. He hadn’t made it up. Why would he? Except the dog was alive, so Hudson had to be wrong. But he wasn’t. He remembered the cards on the locker, Violet crying . . .

Around and around, no sense to be found.

Strangest of all, despite the answer to this mystery being like an itch he couldn’t scratch, the dominant emotion running through Hudson’s head wasn’t frustration. It was disappointment. Before their conversation had taken a detour into the Twilight Zone, he had found, quite to his surprise, that he really liked Violet Park. True, she had given him a scare when he saw her outside his house, but Hudson had thought about that and decided it wasn’t her fault. From Violet’s perspective, he was this weird boy with a crazy theory about how her dog had died. Could he really blame her for being upset?

In short, Violet was someone he could imagine himself becoming friends with—maybe even good friends. But now, because of this bizarre dog situation, it would never happen.

“. . . and I know watching a movie from inside your car might seem odd to you kids, but until you’ve experienced a drive-in theater, you really don’t”—Mr. Bishop noted the clock and gasped—“Is it that time already? I’m so sorry! Here I am babbling away about the good old days, and we never started our review! How about I just push the test back another day and we’ll play the map game to end the period?”

The class cheered. There were only five pieces of tape affixed to the map today, but that was okay—the period was almost over. Mr. Bishop pointed to the first piece of tape and called on Sito.

“France, obviously,” she said in an insulted tone.

The next country was harder. Hudson was pretty sure he knew the answer, but he didn’t bother raising his hand. Mr. Bishop wasn’t going to call on him anyway.

The first two guesses were wrong.

“Violet?” Mr. Bishop asked.

“No clue,” she said. “Why don’t you ask Hudson instead?”

Hudson, blushing, wondered what Violet was doing.

“That’s not how this works,” Mr. Bishop said. “The person I call on answers the question.”

“Well, you never call on Hudson, so he never gets a chance to answer.”

The class, excited by the unexpected drama brewing before their eyes, watched with anticipation to see how Mr. Bishop would react. He was pretty mellow for the most part, but he definitely had a dark side; every so often he would lose his temper and send a student into tears.

Today, however, he simply gave Violet a look of disapproval—making it clear that such blatant disrespect would never be permitted again—and turned to Hudson.

“Your buddy has put you on the spot,” Mr. Bishop said. “Better deliver.”

Hudson felt the eyes of the class on him. “Qatar,” he mumbled.

“What’s that?” Mr. Bishop asked, holding a hand to his ear. “My hearing isn’t what it used to be.”

“Qatar,” Hudson said.

Mr. Bishop looked surprised. “That’s correct,” he said.

Hudson looked over at Violet and smiled. She smiled back.

Maybe they could be friends after all, he thought.
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It was warmer than it had any right to be in mid-October, and most students were carrying their jackets instead of wearing them. Hudson dodged a trio of roughhousing eighth graders and made his way toward the flagpole. Quinn was already waiting for him. His hair was sticking up all over the place, and his eyes were rimmed with red. Up all night playing video games, Hudson figured. He was a little jealous. His mom forced him to go to bed at nine thirty on the dot whether he was tired or not.

“Good news!” Quinn said as they started walking home. “I have a new idea to beat the Wicker—”

“Did you talk to anyone about Violet’s dog?” Hudson asked.

Quinn didn’t answer right away. At first Hudson thought he was annoyed at being interrupted. But that wasn’t it. He just didn’t want to tell Hudson what he had learned.

“I couldn’t ask anyone during band,” Quinn finally said, “because Violet was right there and that would have been weird. So I just talked to kids throughout the day. I asked them if they remembered anything about her dog dying. I even asked about the cards stuck to her locker.”

Quinn stopped talking and ran a hand through his messy hair.

“And?” prompted Hudson.

“And they all gave me the same look. Like, ‘What are you talking about?’ Nobody remembers anything like that. Nobody except you.”

Hudson couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“You must have talked to the wrong people,” he said.

“Dude.”

“I’m just saying. Do they even know Violet?”

“That’s why I picked them! I even talked to Leah, Violet’s freaking best friend—which means you owe me, because she’s the worst. If Violet’s dog had died, Leah definitely would have known. As she pointed out. Over and over again. Until I finally escaped.”

“Sorry,” Hudson said.

“It’s fine. Just—you believe me, right?”

Now it was Hudson’s turn to take a long time responding. He knew Quinn was telling the truth, and he had no reason to doubt what the other kids were saying. But that didn’t change the fact that his memory told a completely different story.

“I don’t know what to believe anymore,” he said.

Hudson felt someone touch his arm and turned around to find Violet Park standing behind him. His mouth dropped open in surprise.

“Hey,” she said. “Can I talk to you for a sec?”

Hudson froze, unable to respond. He wondered how much of their conversation she had overheard. Did she know they had been talking about her? Should he be embarrassed?

Quinn nudged him in the shoulder. “She asked if she could talk to you,” he said, looking amused. “Now you have to answer. That’s how conversations work.”

“We can talk,” Hudson told Violet.

“Good job,” said Quinn, giving him a fist bump. “Catch you later.”

Quinn strolled across the street, already popping his AirPods into his ears. Hudson and Violet started walking together. She was wearing a different coat than yesterday’s—purple with a black collar—and smelled vaguely of flowers. Hudson wasn’t sure if it was shampoo or soap and wasn’t about to ask.

“It’s so warm today,” she said.

“It’s going to get a lot colder by the end of the week,” replied Hudson. “My mom told me this morning. She takes weather seriously. God forbid I walk out of the house without the right coat on.”

“I couldn’t find my coat this morning, so I stole this one from my sister.”

“It’s nice.”

“That’s why I took it. She’s going to flip if she finds out.”

“She’s in high school, right?”

“You know Emma?”

Hudson shook his head. “Quinn mentioned her.”

“I bet he did,” Violet said, rolling her eyes. “She’s a junior. Total smarty pants. If she graduated today, she’d be valedictorian.”

“But she’s not graduating today.”

Violet gave him a wicked smile. “Good point,” she said. “Still plenty of time for things to go wrong.”

Violet was a fast walker, and at first Hudson found himself struggling to keep up. Gradually, he became more comfortable, and it hardly seemed as if he was walking fast at all. It made him wonder if this was his natural pace, and he had been slowing himself down in order to match Quinn’s ambling gait.

“So,” Violet said, grimacing, “about yesterday—”

“I’m sorry for upsetting you,” Hudson said. “I didn’t mean to do that.”

Violet shook her head, as if she should be the one apologizing. “I totally overreacted.”

“No you didn’t! If some weirdo came up to me and said, ‘Hey, remember that time your dog died,’ I’d freak out too.”

“You have a dog?”

“If I did.”

“Well, you’re not a weirdo. And it wasn’t your fault. You just made a mistake.”

“Pretty weird mistake.” Hudson smacked his forehead several times in quick succession. “I don’t get it. Why do I remember things differently than literally everyone else?”

Violet smiled. “Actually, that’s why I wanted to talk to you,” she said. “I have an explanation. Well, part of an explanation. And a theory. Interested?”

“Very,” Hudson said. At this point, he’d take any explanation—even a partial one—over his current state of confusion.

“You have Mr. Zimmer for math?” she asked.

“Ms. Lively.”

“Lucky. You probably know Mr. Zimmer’s reputation, though. He’s a yeller. Especially about homework. It’s like if someone doesn’t do one of his stupid Khan Academy assignments, they’ve offended his honor. Well, I forgot to do my homework one day, and I didn’t want to get in trouble. I don’t handle yelling well.” Violet covered her face and spoke through her fingers. “So I told Mr. Zimmer my dog had died.”

“Oh,” said Hudson, stunned. He couldn’t imagine ever telling such a bold-faced lie, especially to a teacher.

“I know. Not my greatest moment. I didn’t think it would go any further than Mr. Zimmer, which was stupid of me. Everyone knows teachers are even worse gossips than students. He told Mrs. Fisher, and she told Ms. Connolly, who took me out in the hall and was super sweet, which made me feel so horrible that I really did start to cry, which only made her believe me more.”

“So I did see you with Ms. Connolly,” Hudson said, thrilled that one part of his story, at least, had finally been confirmed. “And you were talking about Midnight, just like I said!”

Violet held her hands in the air. “Guilty as charged.”

“Did someone else overhear and maybe start a rumor that your dog—”

“No. Nothing like that. I finally came clean to Mr. Zimmer, and I hoped that would be the end of it. As far as I know, you’re the only student at our school that knows anything about this.”

“Then why do I remember other kids talking about it?”

“That’s where the theory part comes in. What if you heard me talking to Ms. Connolly—which put the whole something-happened-to-Violet’s-dog thing in your head—and you dreamed the rest?”

“No way.”

“It’s a stretch, I know. But you have to admit it makes more sense than anything else.”

Hudson, who never even remembered his dreams, remained unconvinced. On the other hand, Violet was right: it did make a certain degree of sense, and he supposed it didn’t matter in the end. He was obviously wrong about Midnight, and the sooner he accepted that, the better.

“Maybe I did dream it,” he said with a shrug.

They stopped on the cracked sidewalk in front of Hisana’s. A handwritten sign in the front window said BUY TWO SODAS PLEASE GET ONE FREE. It hadn’t been there yesterday, and the desperation of that nestled please made Hudson sad.

“You want something to drink?” he asked, glad to finally spin their conversation in a different direction.

“Sure,” said Violet.

They entered the store. Mr. Kazem, standing behind the counter, was staring down at a pile of papers while punching numbers into a calculator. The store owner looked even more downtrodden than usual. His clothes were wrinkled, and the bags beneath his eyes had swollen to bulging sacks. “Why won’t you numbers behave?” he mumbled, tearing the receipt out of the calculator and crumpling it into a little ball.

“Hey, Mr. Kazem,” said Hudson.

“I see you brought me a new customer today. Where’s Quinn?”

“He’s around.”

“Good. That boy buys a lot of chips.”

Hudson and Violet walked past a few buckets catching ceiling leaks to the refrigerator unit at the back of the store. A flickering light bulb illuminated a pathetic selection of sodas and teas. Several bottles, overcome with loneliness, had fallen over in despair.

“Why didn’t we go to Quick Mart?” Violet whispered.

“I feel bad for Mr. Kazem,” Hudson whispered. “I’ve been coming here for as long as I can remember and he’s always been nice to me. But honestly, I don’t know how much longer this place is going to last. His daughter’s going to college next year, and he’s stressed out about paying her tuition.”

“Poor guy.”

“I know. I wish there was something I could do to help him.”

Violet looked over her shoulder at Mr. Kazem pounding away at his calculator. “Yeah,” she said with a thoughtful look. “That would be great.”

They picked out drinks and brought them to the counter. Mr. Kazem, absorbed by his calculations, didn’t notice they were standing there. He tore up another receipt and mumbled several words that adults weren’t supposed to use in front of children.

“Forgive me,” he said, flushing with embarrassment. “My landlord keeps raising the rent. Distributors keep tacking on fees. And every day fewer people come through that door.” He gave Violet a weak smile. “What do you want to be when you grow up?”

She shrugged. “Happy?”

Mr. Kazem laughed with a little of his old gusto. “Good answer! Me? I always dreamed of owning a store. In my village back home, all the boys played soccer. Except me. I used to pretend I was a shopkeeper. Silly, I know. But the heart beats to its own rhythm.” He lifted his head, looking for a moment like the old Mr. Kazem who made bad dad jokes and juggled canned goods to entertain his youngest customers. “It took me many years of working my fingers to the bone, but I brought my dream to life. I have loved it like my own daughter. But now it is dying, and I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

“Maybe things will turn around,” Hudson said. “You never know.”

The shopkeeper turned toward Violet. “He’s a nice boy, isn’t he?”

“Yeah,” said Violet, looking down at her feet.

“He’s always been like this. A good apple.” Mr. Kazem ushered them toward the door. “I shouldn’t be burdening you with my problems. Get out of here. Go do something fun.”

“We haven’t paid yet,” said Hudson, raising his soda.

“My treat. I insist. You want a candy bar too? Take your pick.”

The kids refused, not wanting to take advantage of Mr. Kazem’s generosity, and headed for the exit. Before passing through the door, Hudson looked back at the counter and saw Mr. Kazem shove the calculator into a drawer. He had given up trying to make the numbers behave.
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They continued their walk while drinking their sodas, chatting the entire way. The conversation flowed easily. Before Hudson knew it, they were standing in front of Violet’s house.

She hesitated before going inside.

“Can you do me a favor?” she asked. “Don’t tell anyone about this whole Midnight thing. I’m still pretty embarrassed I lied to those teachers.”

“I already told Quinn.”

“Anyone else?”

“Just him.”

“Okay. But from now on . . .”

“I won’t tell anyone.”

“Promise?” Violet asked. She looked serious about it.

Hudson nodded solemnly so she’d understand he wouldn’t let her down. “I promise,” he said.

“And can you tell Quinn to stop asking around about me? My friend Leah told me all about that.”

“Sorry,” said Hudson. “I was just trying to figure out what was going on. But I’m good now. That’s the last anyone will ever hear about this, I swear.”

Violet held his gaze for a long time, as though trying to decide whether or not she could trust him. Finally, she smiled. “Thanks,” she said. She opened the screen door and gave him a final wave. “See you in class!”

The words had an air of finality to them, and Hudson wondered if his hopes of a blossoming friendship had been one-sided. Now that their business was concluded, Violet probably assumed they would go back to ignoring each other.

Except Hudson didn’t want that to happen.

“Did you want to walk home with me again tomorrow?” he asked.

Violet looked surprised at the question—and maybe a little sad too. Hudson felt his heart drop. She doesn’t want to be friends, he thought. But she doesn’t want to hurt my feelings either.

“Um,” said Violet. “So . . .”

“It’s okay,” Hudson said, hoping to save her from any embarrassment. “No worries.”

“Sorry. It’s just I usually walk home with Leah and Joy.”

“Totally get it. I’ll see you in school!”

Hudson left as quickly as he could, cheeks burning with embarrassment. What had he been thinking? Of course Violet didn’t want to be friends with him.

No one ever did.
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Violet went inside her house and collapsed onto the couch. Midnight greeted her with his usual enthusiasm, but even this wasn’t enough to raise her spirits.

Why did Hudson Causeway have to be so nice?

Her initial plan had been simple. Tell Hudson that the whole Ms. Connolly conversation had actually happened (so he didn’t think he was completely losing his mind), then use that to convince him everything else had been a dream. Not a perfect plan by any means, but better than nothing. The most important part was to stop Hudson and Quinn from asking any more questions about Midnight. Violet was afraid the wish monster’s memory-altering magic might be more fragile than it seemed, and any persistent investigation would prod people into remembering the truth. She couldn’t take that risk. Fortunately, she believed Hudson when he said he wouldn’t tell anyone else; he seemed almost painfully earnest, which Violet found kind of refreshing.

That should have been the end of it, then. Problem solved. Mission accomplished.

Except now Hudson wanted to be friends.

It wasn’t that Violet didn’t like him. She did. He was sweet and funny and not obnoxious like most sixth-grade boys. But he was also a constant reminder of Midnight’s death. If she wanted to put that aborted timeline behind her forever, he couldn’t be part of her life. Was that fair to Hudson? Of course not. It wasn’t his fault he was different. Violet supposed he might simply be immune to the wish monster’s powers, but she didn’t think that was it. She figured when the wish monster granted her wish, Hudson’s memories had changed just like everyone else’s. It wasn’t until later, when Violet didn’t bring the payment the wish monster expected, that it had made him remember. Maybe the wish monster knew Hudson would be walking past her house that day. Did that sound so far-fetched for a creature that could change reality? Violet didn’t think so. Then again, maybe Hudson had simply been chosen at random. A message, just for her: If she didn’t do what the wish monster wanted, more and more people would begin to remember.

Violet didn’t like the idea that the wish monster was threatening her, of course, but she wasn’t really mad about it either. It couldn’t leave its cave, so how else was it supposed to communicate? And it wasn’t like it wanted her to do something bad. Just the opposite, actually.

The wish monster wanted Violet to bring another person to the cave so it could grant their wish. That was why it had paraded all those wishing wells in front of her—to show Violet all the good it could do.

But in order for that to happen, it needed Violet’s help.

It needed her to bring a wisher.

Fortunately, Violet already had several options in mind. She had decided that instead of picking someone close to her, she would choose a person down on their luck who really needed a wish. The store owner she had just met seemed like a solid possibility, but she wasn’t quite ready to choose yet. It was a big decision, and she wanted to take her time.

And Hudson?

She supposed staying friends with him—at least until she delivered a wisher to the cave—wasn’t the worst idea in the world. It would be good to know whether Hudson forgot about Midnight’s death after her debt was paid. She hated the idea of using him like that, but what else was she supposed to do? Tell him the truth? He’d never believe her.

So you’re just going to pretend to be this kid’s friend until you get what you want? she thought. Real nice.

Midnight put his head on her lap, and she scratched the spot he liked just underneath his chin. She remembered how quickly Midnight had taken to Hudson and felt worse than ever for what she was going to do. On the other hand, looking into Midnight’s deep brown eyes only confirmed the necessity of doing exactly what the wish monster wanted.

She couldn’t risk losing him ever again.
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Hudson was shocked when Violet broke off from Leah and Joy and joined him at the flagpole the next day.

“Hey,” she said. “Want to walk home together?”

Hudson looked past Violet. Her friends were staring daggers at them from across the parking lot. Leah whispered something to Joy. They laughed, not in a kind way, their cheeks nearly touching.

“Your friends look mad,” Hudson said.

“That’s okay. They’re just school friends.” She kicked him playfully with her sneaker. “You didn’t answer my question.”

“Yeah! Of course! That would be great.”

“Can we go to that store again?”

“I thought you liked Quick Mart better.”

“I feel bad for the owner. What was his name?”

“Mr. Kazem.”

“He seemed nice. I wanted to talk to him a little more.”

Quinn joined them. Today he was wearing an old-fashioned aviator cap with ear flaps and large goggles.

If he was surprised to see Violet, he hid it well.

“Have you ever heard of a game called Blood Reign?” he asked her.

“Can’t say I have.”

Quinn smiled and looped his arm through hers. “Well, settle in, sister,” he said, pulling her along. “We have eight centuries of lore to cover . . .”

After that, Violet walked home with them every day.

During the first half of the trip, Quinn did most of the talking—almost always about Blood Reign—and Violet listened carefully and asked lots of questions. When Hudson asked her if she was really interested in the game or just being polite, she shrugged and said she enjoyed enthusiastic people. Hudson thought that was a cool answer.

After their daily stop at Hisana’s Market, Quinn went home, and Hudson and Violet continued from there.

It was Hudson’s favorite part of the day.

He couldn’t believe he had known Violet Park since first grade and was just now realizing how well they got along. Their conversations zipped down smooth tracks that usually took years to build, each of them talking as fast as possible, trying to make up for lost time. Hudson learned about Violet’s friends, hobbies, favorite teachers, least favorite teachers, the things that made her laugh so hard she cried, pet peeves. He felt like an archaeologist brushing away the dust from a precious artifact, revealing it one section at a time.

By the second week, with a thin layer of dried leaves crunching beneath their shoes and Halloween only a few days away, the topic turned to their families.

“What do your parents do?” Violet asked.

“My mom does some kind of finance thing that sounds super boring. She works from home most days. She also does the occasional carpentry job, but mostly just for fun. That’s her real passion. I don’t have a dad. I mean, I had one. He died.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It was before I was born. I don’t have any memories of him to be sad about. I wish I knew what he was like.”

“Doesn’t your mom talk about him?”

“Not really. Actually, my mom had this conference thing two weeks ago, and I did some snooping while she was out. I figured if she didn’t want to talk about it, I’d find out on my own.”

“Solid plan. How’d it go?”

“I found this cardboard box in the basement that looked like it hadn’t been opened in years. Mostly random junk. Old notebooks, high school trophies—my mom was apparently this big softball star, which she never told me—ticket stubs from Broadway shows, things like that. I didn’t see a single photo of my dad, which was pretty weird, but I did find this brown envelope with photos of my mom and her friends, back when they were our age. These two girls were in almost every shot. My mom’s middle school yearbook was in the box, too, so I figured out their names. Charlotte and Harper. It was so weird.”

“Why?”

“Because these girls and my mom were tight. You could see it. Like friends-forever kind of deal. But I’ve never met them. And my mom has never mentioned them. Ever.”

Violet brushed a length of hair behind her ear, a surefire indicator that she was more interested than usual. Hudson liked that he was starting to learn her tells. “Did you ask your mom about them?” she asked.

“Not directly. I didn’t want her to know I’d been snooping. So I tried asking in kind of a sneaky way. ‘Hey, Mom, who were your best friends growing up?’ She got this suspicious look on her face and wanted to know why I asked. I told her I was just curious, but she clearly didn’t buy it, because the next time I went to look for the envelope, it was gone.”

“Maybe they had a big fight and it’s too painful to talk about.”

“Whatever happened, it makes me sad. My mom doesn’t have any friends these days. I wish she did. Then maybe she would spend less time worrying about me. Last night I had to cut something for homework and she refused to let me use the real scissors. Then we couldn’t find the kiddie ones so she literally cut it for me.”

Violet looked perplexed. “What homework?”

“Spanish. I picked the collage option for my project.”

“Why? Just do a slideshow. So much easier. Plus she never bothers checking them, so you’re guaranteed a good grade.”

“How do you know?”

“Everyone knows, Hudson. But it’s nice your mom cares so much. My parents don’t care at all. They’re not even going to my concert next week.”

“Why not?”

“My sister has a track meet. Those they never miss.” Violet shrugged. “They like her better.”

“I’m sure that’s not true.”

“It’s definitely true. My parents even make jokes about it, only they’re not really jokes. Whatever. I’m used to it.”

“That not the kind of thing you get used to.”

“People can get used to anything. Think about garbage men. I’m sure the smell of trash used to make them sick, just like everyone else. They had to get used to it. Sink or swim.”

“Or the people who clean skyscraper windows.”

“Or work at a funeral home. You going to the concert?”

Hudson nodded. “Quinn has a solo.”

“Not anymore. He never practiced, so Mr. Bilowitz took it away.”

“Yeah, Quinn’s not the most dedicated . . . trombonist? Is that a word?”

“If not, it should be.”

“I’m still going to the concert, though. Since your family won’t be there, I’ll clap extra loud for you.”

“That’s sweet,” said Violet, only she didn’t look happy about it at all. If anything, Hudson thought she looked guilty, though he had no idea why.

He decided to change the topic.

“I saw Mr. Bishop and Mr. Kazem hanging out at Starbucks yesterday,” Hudson said.

“They’re friends?”

“Apparently. Anyway, I accidentally eavesdropped on their conversation . . .”

“‘Accidentally,’” Violet said with finger quotes. “Respect.”

“. . . and Mr. Kazem is selling his store.”

“No!”

“That’s not the worst part. He said his daughter can’t go to Harvard now. Mr. Bishop was doing his best to comfort him, but he was really upset.”

“That’s awful,” Violet said.

“I know. It isn’t fair. Mr. Kazem deserves better than that.”

For the last two minutes of their walk, Violet’s thoughts seemed elsewhere and she barely spoke at all. It wasn’t the first time something like this had happened. Things would be going great, when all of a sudden Violet would shut down completely. Hudson couldn’t make heads or tails of it. In most ways, Violet was an open book, and he felt like he understood everything about her. Yet he couldn’t shake the feeling that she was hiding something from him.
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An hour later, Violet decided enough was enough. Up until now, she had been unable to settle on a person to bring to the cave, but with this latest setback, Mr. Kazem had risen to the top of her candidate list.

It was time to finally give the wish monster what it wanted.

Violet walked Midnight to Hisana’s Market, tied his leash to the bike rack, and opened the door, setting off the little bell on the top. Mr. Kazem was in the process of carefully removing the photos of his family from the wall behind the counter. His wild beard was badly in need of a trim.

“Hello, Violet,” he said. “Help yourself to anything you want. In a few hours, these doors are closing forever.”

Mr. Kazem’s hands, worn from years of labor, trembled as he took down a photo of his daughter standing outside the store and pointing up at the sign that bore her name. She was maybe five or six, and her smile revealed a missing front tooth. Mr. Kazem studied the photo a moment before adding it to a shoebox with the others.

“I’m going to tell you something,” Violet said. “You won’t believe it, but every word is true. I swear it.”

At that moment, Violet wasn’t thinking about Midnight or the fact that she needed a wisher. She just wanted to help Mr. Kazem. Perhaps the store owner sensed this, because he seemed to take her seriously.

“I’m listening,” he said.

Violet pointed through the glass door. “That’s my dog, Midnight.”

Hearing his cue, Midnight wagged his tail and attempted to look as adorable as possible, no doubt hoping someone would let him inside the building with all the food.

Mr. Kazem seemed unsure where this was going. “Looks like a good dog.”

“He’s the best dog in the world. Everyone probably says that about their dog. Only in my case, it’s actually true.”

“What does this have to do with—”

“Midnight died last month. I was heartbroken. Then I went into a cave and made a wish, and Midnight came back to life.”

Violet had been hesitant to share the specifics of her wish with Mr. Kazem. What if revealing the truth somehow took away its power, like telling someone your wish before blowing out a birthday candle? But she couldn’t think of any other way to make him believe her.

Mr. Kazem raised his bushy eyebrows. “You love that dog. I can see it in your eyes. So I don’t think you would make up a story like that. At the very least, you believe it’s true.”

“It is true. Just go to the cave. You’ll see.”

Mr. Kazem removed another photograph. “Is it a djinn?” he asked.

“A djinn?”

“A genie. Like in ‘Aladdin.’ You’ve read that story, no?”

Violet hadn’t, but she had seen the Disney movie, so she figured that was close enough. “I don’t think so. The wish monster is trapped in a cave, not a magic lamp. And it only grants one wish, not three.”

“If it’s not a djinn, then what is it?”

“A monster.”

“I’ve never heard of a monster that grants wishes. What did it ask for in return? Nothing is free in this world, Violet. Especially wishes.”

“It wants me to bring a new person to the cave so it can grant another wish.”

“Ahh,” said Mr. Kazem, as though Violet had just clarified an important point. “So I am payment.”

Violet’s face flushed. When Mr. Kazem put it like that, she felt like she was using him for our own personal gain—which wasn’t, she supposed, far from the truth.

“Do you believe me?” she asked.

“No. But I do not believe you are trying to trick me either. Which makes me curious. Tomorrow I shall rise early and take a walk in the woods. At the very least, I shall get some well-needed exercise. I will find this cave of yours and go inside.”

“You won’t regret it.”

“Any magic words I need to know? Abracadabra? Open sesame?”

“Just crawl through the opening of the cave. The wish monster will find you. It might seem scary at first—actually, it never stops being scary—but it won’t hurt you.”

At least, Violet assumed that was the case. What if she was completely wrong, and she was sending Mr. Kazem to a gruesome fate? The wish monster had eaten the meat, after all. What if it was hungry again?

“Strange, isn’t it?” Mr. Kazem asked with a thoughtful expression on his face. “In the stories, djinn are always resentful of using their powers. They try to trick their masters so their wishes backfire against them. But this monster of yours is the opposite. It wants people to make wishes. Why is that?”

“It’s not a djinn.”

“That’s what worries me. At least with djinn, I know what to expect. But a wish monster is something entirely different.” Mr. Kazem removed the final photo and stared at the blank wall. “Who can tell what it really wants?”
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A loud crashing noise woke Hudson from a deep sleep. He walked to his window and checked outside, wondering what it could have been. The dark night offered no answers.

His mother entered his room, looking a little dazed.

“Everything okay?” she asked.

“What was that?” Hudson asked.

Ms. Causeway massaged her forehead and gave him a blank look.

“The sound,” Hudson added, pointing outside. “You must have heard it!”

Ms. Causeway shook her head. “I heard you get out of bed, that’s all. Did you have a bad dream?”

“It wasn’t a dream. You seriously didn’t hear it?”

“Maybe I did and I just don’t remember. A tree probably fell. Or maybe a transformer blew. I’m sure it’s nothing.”

Hudson figured his mom was probably right. At any rate, it was nothing to worry about, and he wanted to go back to sleep.

“What’s a transformer?” he asked as he slipped back under the covers. His mind immediately ran to giant robots that could turn into vehicles, but he knew that wasn’t right.

“An electrical gizmo up on the power lines. It makes a giant boom when it short-circuits.” His mom tested the lights. “We still have power, but who knows about the rest of the neighborhood? Anyway, I’m sure they’ve already sent people to fix it. Do you want me to stay until you fall asleep again?”

“I’m fine, Mom,” Hudson said. “It was just a noise.”

His mom nodded, but Hudson suspected she would sneak back to check up on him later. He might even find her asleep in his beanbag chair when he woke up, like so many nights before.

“Night, sweetie,” she said.

“Night,” said Hudson, turning over in bed. “Maybe they didn’t fix it right the first time.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I heard the same exact noise about a month ago.”

His mom paused with one foot in the hallway.

“This is the second time you’ve heard it?” she asked in a quiet voice.

“You didn’t hear it last time either?”

“The same noise? Are you sure?”

“It wasn’t as loud. But other than that, exactly the same.”

Hudson’s mom didn’t speak for a long time. Her expression was impossible to read in the darkness.

“Mom?” Hudson finally asked.

She leaned over and kissed him on the forehead. Her hair, still wet from a recent shower, left cold trails on his cheeks.

“Nothing to worry about. Just a transformer.”

Hudson felt as though she was trying to reassure herself, not him.
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Quinn was absent the next day. As Hudson waited by the flagpole, he considered texting him to see how he was feeling but decided it could wait. More than likely, Quinn was just pretending to be sick so he could stay home and play video games. It wouldn’t be the first time.

Besides, Hudson was excited to walk home with Violet alone.

She gave him a little wave as she crossed the parking lot, and their conversation instantly sprang to life and began pinballing between topics in a way that should have been confusing but somehow made perfect sense. There was always so much they wanted to tell each other but never enough time.

“Did you hear that crash last night?” Hudson asked as they crossed the street. Ms. Beagle, sporting an Acadia National Park cap today, handed Hudson his usual grape lollipop. “How’s it going, Ms. Beagle?”

“Amazing! What are you being for Halloween?”

“Not sure yet,” Hudson said. Instead of trick-or-treating this year, he had promised Quinn they would play Resident Evil all night, but he didn’t want to disappoint Ms. Beagle.

“Tomorrow’s the big day, mister! You better get on that!”

“I will, Ms. Beagle.”

“How about you, sweetie?” she asked Violet, handing her a lollipop of her own. Watermelon, Hudson noted with interest.

“Drummer in a goth punk band,” Violet said.

“Lovely!” said Ms. Beagle with genuine enthusiasm.

When they reached the end of the crosswalk, Violet asked, “What crash?”

“Last night. Like, two or something. It didn’t wake you up?”

“I was wearing my AirPods. I fall asleep listening to music every night.”

“Goth punk?”

“Jazz. Mr. Bilowitz’s recommendation. I’m waiting for it to grow on me, but it’s not taking. What was the sound?”

They took the turn onto Main Street. There was more traffic than usual. Hudson wondered if an accident was holding things up.

“Nothing, I guess. My mom says it was probably just a transformer blowing. But she was weird about it.”

“How so?”

“I don’t know. Like she knew what it was but didn’t want to tell me.”

“That is weird.”

“That’s my mom for you.”

Hudson noticed the line of cars slowly inching their way down the street were all flashing their left blinkers, waiting to make a turn. At first, he figured they were taking some sort of detour to avoid a road closure, but then he looked to his left and noticed the massive building that had, as of yesterday, not been there before.

Hudson blinked his eyes, sure he must be imagining things.

“What is that?” he asked.

“What is what?”

“That building! Look at it! Right there!”

Violet gave him a playful smack on the arm. “Your mom’s not the only one acting weird. Come on. I feel like hot chocolate today.”

Hudson followed her as though in a trance, wondering if he was dreaming. They walked through a large parking lot. A dozen cars searched for a spot while shoppers wheeled metal carts toward the largest supermarket Hudson had ever seen. Towering windows framed a row of registers and long lines of shoppers. An arch of elegant letters crowned the building and shot their neon-green glow through the gray sky:

Kazem’s Market

As Hudson stared at the words with open-mouthed wonder, the apostrophe flickered, a completely gratuitous detail that hammered the building into reality.

It’s there, he thought. It can’t be. It shouldn’t be. But it is.

Violet said something, but Hudson couldn’t make sense of her words; his mind, consumed by the enigma before him, had no room left for language. In a daze, he ran across the parking lot, needing to understand. A car honked. Breaks squealed. Hudson didn’t notice. The doors of the store opened automatically. Kazem’s Market was even more impressive on the inside. Not just a simple grocery store. A cathedral of food, a mecca of ingredients.

How? How? How?

Hudson stumbled through the aisles. Kazem’s Market and Hisana’s Market fought for dominance in his mind, old and new, memory and reality.

Perfectly arranged pyramids of fruit that looked as though they had been picked that morning.

A few spotted bananas hanging from a rusty stand on the counter.

A café section with packed tables and a barista swirling steamed milk into leaf shapes. The smell of freshly baked scones.

Burnt coffee sitting there for hours. One stale doughnut beneath a cracked dome.

Elegant autumn wreaths, orange fairy lights, a teenager in a witch’s hat handing out samples of pumpkin bread.

A single hanging ghost that was supposed to wail when someone walked beneath it but had stopped working years ago.

Violet grabbed Hudson’s arm and spun him around.

“What’s wrong with you?” she asked.

“What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with you? This store didn’t exist yesterday! How do you not remember?”

“This place has been here forever, Hudson. I don’t know why you think—”

Violet gasped, struck by a sudden epiphany. She looked around the store as though seeing it for the first time.

“What?” Hudson asked.

“Wow. But why don’t I remember? I thought I would remember . . .”

Hudson spotted Mr. Kazem heading in their direction. He looked like a different man. His pinstriped suit fit him perfectly. There was no gray in his hair.

He wrapped Violet in his arms and spun her around.

“I’m sorry I ever doubted you!” he exclaimed. “You were right! It’s even better than I imagined.”

Hudson had never seen Mr. Kazem look so happy. That should have been a good thing—a great thing. But something about this entire situation was wrong; Hudson could feel it in his bones. The store springing up out of nowhere wasn’t even the worst part. It was the customers. Pushing carts. Checking ingredients. Squeezing fruit. They had no idea that anything was out of the ordinary. The supermarket had not merely appeared overnight. It had threaded itself into the memories of the townspeople.

That, more than anything else, terrified him.

Mr. Kazem clapped Hudson on the shoulder. “I can see you’re stunned. Me, too, when I first saw this place! What did you wish for?”

“Wish?” Hudson asked.

Mr. Kazem gave Violet a look of surprise. “He doesn’t know? I figured Hudson would have been the first one you told.”

Violet’s cheeks flushed. “I was going to. Eventually.”

“What are you two talking about?” Hudson screamed. He was attracting the stares of passing customers, but he didn’t care anymore. “What happened to your old store? How is this possible?”

The color drained from Mr. Kazem’s face. “You remember my old store?” he asked.

Violet gave Hudson a tiny shake of her head that only he could see: Don’t say another word. But after being lied to for so long, Hudson saw no reason to trust her. “Of course I remember it. We used to go there every day after school. You were selling the place because things weren’t going so great—”

“Quiet,” Mr. Kazem said, glancing around to make sure none of his customers had heard. His face was red, his fingers curled into fists. Mr. Kazem had assumed his old life had been wiped away completely, yet here was this bothersome child reminding him of things he’d rather forget.

“We should go,” whispered Violet.

“Why do you remember?” asked Mr. Kazem. Hudson flinched from the anger in his voice. “No one else does. Just you.”

“I don’t know,” Hudson said.

“That old store is supposed to be gone. Forgotten. I don’t like that it’s still in your head. You’re keeping it alive in there. And if it’s still alive, it might be able to come back again. I couldn’t stand that.”

“You’re scaring me, Mr. Kazem.”

Ms. Kazem seemed to remember himself for a moment. “Sorry, Hudson. Why don’t you come to my office? Both of you.”

“No,” Hudson said, already backing away. “I don’t like this. I don’t like any of this.”

“Calm down, Hudson,” said Mr. Kazem. “Let’s talk it over.”

Hudson ran out of the store, his head spinning. He was tired of trying to figure out what was going on. All he wanted to do was get away from this impossible place and lock himself in his bedroom. He reached the sidewalk and crouched with his hands on his thighs, taking deep swallows of air.

Violet caught up to him and tried to touch his arm. Hudson jerked away.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I wanted to tell you.”

“Tell me what?”

Violet studied his face for a moment and then, seeing some final confirmation that she was doing the right thing, spilled the words in one unbroken stream. “There’s a monster in the woods that grants wishes.”

Hudson wasn’t sure what he had been expecting—but not that.

“A monster?” he asked. “In the woods?”

Violet nodded.

“The woods by us? Or different woods?”

“By us. In a cave.”

“You’re serious?”

“You don’t believe me?”

Hudson pointed to the supermarket behind her. “That entire building wasn’t there yesterday, so I’m willing to believe a lot more than I used to.”

Violet grinned. “I’ll take you to the cave right now so you can see for yourself,” she said, excited now. “It’s not too far.”

“This monster is friendly, right?”

“It hasn’t eaten anyone yet.”

“Great,” Hudson said, following her in a daze. This day kept getting stranger and stranger. “Actually, let’s stop by Quinn’s house first. I need to fill him in. This is going to blow his mind.”

Violet gave Hudson a baffled look.

“Who’s Quinn?” she asked.
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Several hours later, Hudson found himself knocking on Violet’s door. Her sister, Emma, answered. She was tall with straight black hair and dark eyes. According to Violet, all the boys at the high school had crushes on her. Hudson could see why.

Emma regarded Hudson with undisguised amusement.

“Is Violet home?” Hudson asked.

“That depends. Who are you?”

“Hudson.”

“That’s your name, not who you are.”

“I’m Violet’s friend.”

“Regular friend or special friend?”

“Huh?”

“If my little sister has a boyfriend, it’s my duty to know. Otherwise how am I going to make fun of her?”

“We’re just friends,” said Hudson.

Emma rolled her eyes. “Boring.”

She brought Hudson to a wood-paneled family room with a small TV and went to retrieve her sister. While he waited, Hudson looked over the photographs hanging on the wall. Most of them were of Emma.

He felt a nudge at his hand and saw Midnight looking up at him.

“Hey there,” Hudson said, bending down to pet the dog. Midnight immediately rolled over and exposed his stomach, making it clear that he required more than just a half-hearted scratch between the ears. Hudson obliged. To the casual observer, it might have appeared as though Midnight was getting the better end of the deal, but that wasn’t quite the case; rubbing the dog did much to soothe Hudson’s frazzled nerves. After hours of panic and fear, a trace of hope returned to his heart. Yes, his best friend had vanished into thin air, but that didn’t mean he was gone forever.

Hudson was going to save him.

“I see you’re getting reacquainted with Midnight,” Violet said, entering the room. She sat down on a green sofa with mismatched pillows. “Why didn’t you return my texts? I was worried about you.”

“I was a little busy trying to see if my best friend still existed.”

“And?”

Hudson shook his head.

“Wow,” said Violet. “I don’t understand what happened.”

“The wish monster granted Mr. Kazem’s wish.”

Violet’s expression grew perplexed—and defensive. “You think that has something to do with your friend?” she asked. “That doesn’t make any sense!”

In truth, Hudson believed the consequences of Mr. Kazem’s wish were far more catastrophic than just Quinn’s disappearance, but he didn’t want to get into that until a few of his more pressing questions had been answered.

“Is there really a monster that grants wishes?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Where is it?”

“A cave in the woods.” Hudson listened carefully as Violet related the details about her first run-in with the wish monster. “Instead of giving me three wishes, it laid out three options in these little wishing wells. I had to pick one. It was an easy choice. I wished for Midnight back.”

Hudson stopped petting the dog. “So I was right. He did die.”

“The wish monster gave me that collar. It’s magic. When I came home from the cave, I called for Midnight’s spirit and buckled the collar around his neck. That’s what brought him back to life.”

Hudson ran a finger along the black collar. It was oily to the touch.

“What happens if you take the collar off?” he asked.

Violet’s entire body went rigid. “Don’t ask that. Don’t even think it.”

“I was just curious. Would Midnight—”

“I’ll never let that happen. Here, Midnight!”

The dog seemed quite content next to Hudson, however, and Violet—annoyed and maybe a little jealous—pounded the couch and called him again. Midnight finally listened and hopped next to her, though his eyes remained longingly on Hudson.

She loves that dog more than anything in the world, Hudson thought.

He recalled how angry Mr. Kazem had gotten when he learned Hudson still remembered his old store. He saw a similar determination in Violet’s eyes now: I won’t let anyone take my wish away!

“Are you and Mr. Kazem the only ones who made wishes?” Hudson asked.

“I think so. It’s hard to know for sure. Whenever someone makes a wish, the monster tweaks everyone’s memory so it seems like nothing has changed. That’s why everyone remembers Kazem’s Market always being there, including me.”

“How can you remember it if you’ve never actually been there before?”

“I have been there, in my memories, at least. And not just vague, we-kinda-went-shopping-for-groceries memories. Specific memories, clear as day!” She closed her eyes. “Let me see . . . when I was little, I knocked over this big pile of apples and one of them—bright red, like something out of a fairy tale—rolled all the way down the aisle. Oh! And Emma’s first boyfriend, Tobias, used to work there. She broke up with him in the frozen food aisle.” Violet laughed. “I told her how ‘cold’ she was for weeks.”

Hudson wondered if those were real memories that had been transported to a new setting, or if the wish monster had fabricated them from scratch. In either case, he couldn’t believe how calm Violet was acting.

“Doesn’t it bother you that the wish monster messed with your mind?” he asked.

“A little, sure. But the wish monster is only trying to protect us. If people thought reality was changing with no explanation whatsoever, their minds would crack.”

Hudson remembered those first few moments as he staggered through Kazem’s Market, wondering what was happening, and concluded there was some validity to Violet’s argument. Nevertheless, he was certain the wish monster had an ulterior motive for its actions.

“Just the fact that it’s toying with people’s memories is a big red flag, as far as I’m concerned,” he said.

“You’ve got it all wrong. It only uses its power to make good things happen.”

“Good things? It erased my best friend!”

“Please don’t take this the wrong way,” Violet said. She paused a moment to get the words just right. “I definitely believe you about Hisana’s Market. It was there yesterday and now it’s gone. But erasing a person? The wish monster is a little scary, sure. But I can’t imagine it doing something so awful.”

“Just because it brought your dog back to life doesn’t mean it’s good,” Hudson said. “You might just be a means to an end.”

Violet’s eyes hardened. “It seems really odd that I have no memory of this Flynn at all—”

“Quinn!” Hudson shouted, cheeks aflame. “You’re not the only one who’s forgotten him. I asked around and no one remembers him at all. All the photos of Quinn on my phone are gone. He’s not even in our class picture. But you know the freakiest part?” Hudson pointed to his chin. “There used to be a scar right here. We were fighting with tree branches in second grade and Quinn nailed me good. But the scar’s gone now. Which means Quinn isn’t just missing. He never was.”

Violet gave a half-hearted nod.

“You don’t believe me,” he snapped.

“I’m trying. It’s just hard. Have you checked his house?”

“Well, that’s sort of the problem, Violet. He lived right by Mr. Kazem’s old store, only now there’s a giant supermarket where his house used to be. It’s not just Quinn’s house that’s been replaced, by the way. An entire street has been wiped out. I don’t know everyone who lived there, but my guess is they’ve all vanished as well.”

Hudson expected this bombshell to finally sway Violet to his side. He needed her to accept that the wish monster was dangerous, maybe even evil. After that, they could figure out a plan.

Instead, she folded her arms across her chest and shook her head. “You’re wrong,” she said. “The wish monster would never hurt anyone.”

“I’m not making it up.”

“I didn’t say that. I just think you’re confused.”

“I’m the only one in this entire town that’s thinking straight.”

“It grants wishes, Hudson. That’s its entire purpose. How can it be bad?”

“Why don’t you ask all the people that used to live around Kazem’s Market? Oh, wait. You can’t. Because they’re gone.”

Violet took a long breath. “Fine,” she said. “Let’s say you’re right—”

“I am right.”

“—and Mr. Kazem’s wish caused all those people to vanish. That doesn’t mean the wish monster’s bad. It might have to grant each wish whether it wants to or not, like a genie.”

“But that makes it even more dangerous! What if the next person wanted to rule the world? According to your theory, the wish monster would have to give them exactly what they wanted.”

Violet nodded, conceding the point. “I’ve actually thought about that,” she said. “If the wrong person finds the cave, we might be in real trouble.”

“We’re already in real trouble! People are missing, remember? As far as I can see, there’s only one possible solution.”

Violet and Hudson spoke at the same time:

“Talk to it,” said Violet.

“Kill it,” said Hudson.

The two kids stared at each other from across the room, wondering how they could bridge the massive gap between them.

Emma poked her head through the door. “I’m making popcorn,” she said. “You want any?”

Nobody answered.

Emma looked from Violet to Hudson then back to Violet again. “Cool. I’ll let you get back to your awkward silence, then.”

She went into the kitchen. A microwave door opened. Shortly afterward, kernels began to pop.

“Killing the wish monster won’t bring your friend back,” Violet finally said.

“I disagree. Remember Blood Reign, that game Quinn always talks about?”

“I don’t even remember Quinn, so . . .”

“It’s an RPG with this really complicated lore—most people would say too complicated—but the main gist is there’s this evil monster called a Wicker Ghoul that messed up the world pretty bad. We’re talking plagues, zombies, burning villages—total apocalypse. However, according to this legendary prophecy, if a hero can somehow manage to kill the Wicker Ghoul, the world gets a do-over, and everyone who died comes back to life.”

“And this is relevant because . . .”

“Maybe it’s like that with the wish monster. If we kill it, everything goes back to normal.”

“Or nothing changes and you just murdered an innocent creature that makes dreams come true.”

How can she still think it’s innocent? Hudson thought. He resisted the urge to argue—they were just going around in circles at this point—and tried to think about things from Violet’s perspective. She remembered all the good the wish monster had done, but none of the harm. Would he think any differently if the roles were reversed?

He supposed not.

“Please trust me on this,” he said, taking a seat on the couch. Midnight, sandwiched between them, immediately started wagging his tail and licked Hudson’s hand. “Even if killing the monster doesn’t bring Quinn back, it’s still a good idea. We can’t let it grant any more wishes. The risk is too great.”

“We’ll be careful. Only tell people who’ll wish for good things.”

“It’s not that easy. Mr. Kazem’s wish was harmless on the surface but still had awful consequences. There’s no way to predict the domino effect. What if something even worse happens next time?”

Violet still looked dubious.

“Even if you’re right,” she said, “and killing the wish monster is the best plan, you might change your mind once you see it for yourself. I’m pretty sure it’s huge. Like, dragon huge. If we want to hurt it, we’ll need to find the main part of its body, which means going deep into the cave. It’s dark down there. And I have no idea what we’re going to find.”

“I’ll bring a flashlight,” Hudson said.

“What else? A baseball bat? A kiddie bow-and-arrow set? Do you really think those are going to be much use against a monster? This is a terrible idea.”

Hudson couldn’t argue with that. This wasn’t Blood Reign. He didn’t have armor and a magical sword. And if he got hurt, no potion would bring him back to life. But what was his other option? Just forget about Quinn like everyone else? He couldn’t do that. Quinn was his best friend. No, more than his best friend. Practically a brother.

“I’m going to the cave tomorrow,” Hudson said.

“Tomorrow’s Halloween,” Violet said. “Was ‘monster in a cave’ not scary enough for you already?”

“Trick-or-treating is a perfect excuse to say out late, so my mom doesn’t worry about me. She tends to watch me like a hawk.”

“Still, what’s the hurry? Let’s talk about this first and see—”

“The wish monster’s magic hasn’t worked on me so far. I still remember everything.”

“Oh,” Violet said, scrunching her eyebrows. She looked as though she had suddenly realized something but didn’t exactly understand what it meant.

“What?” Hudson asked.

“Nothing,” Violet replied, too fast. “I was just wondering why you’re the only one who remembers. That’s all.”

“I thought about that. I figure the wish monster just forgot about me. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m pretty easy to overlook. Happens in school all the time.”

“Don’t say that,” Violet said.

“It’s true! Half my teachers don’t even know my name!”

“That’s on them. My guess is you’re just immune. Like some people can roll around in poison ivy and not get a rash. There’s no reason for it. They’re just lucky.”

“I don’t feel lucky,” Hudson said. “And what if my immunity, or whatever, suddenly goes away? What if I wake up in the morning and don’t remember Quinn at all? He’ll be gone forever then.”

“That won’t happen.”

“You have no idea what will happen. Neither do I. The quicker we kill the wish monster, the better. I’m doing this. With or without you.”

“You don’t know where the cave is.”

“The woods aren’t that big. If you won’t help me, I’ll find it on my own.”

“And there’s nothing I can do to talk you out of it?”

“Nothing. I’ve made up my mind. Are you in or out?”

Violet wrapped her arms around Midnight’s neck and hugged her dog tight.

“In.”
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Hudson needed a costume. After thinking about it all morning, he purchased a Halloween makeup kit at Quick Mart—which was now hurting for business as a consequence of its far superior competition across the street—and found an old duffel bag that his mom had once used to carry her softball equipment. Hudson dressed in jogging pants and a sweatshirt—perfect cave-exploring attire—and used the makeup to hollow out his eyes and add fake bite marks all over his face and neck.

When he was done, he inspected himself in the mirror. Not bad, he thought. Ms. Beagle would approve.

Hudson went downstairs.

“What are you supposed to be?” Ms. Causeway asked.

“Zombie gym rat.”

“And who are you going with?”

“My friend Violet. You don’t know her.”

“A girl?” Ms. Causeway scratched the back of her neck. “Maybe I should come with you.”

“Hard no, Mom. I’m in sixth grade.”

“I don’t mean walk next to you, of course. Just follow at a distance.”

“Like a creepy stalker.”

“It is Halloween.”

“Don’t embarrass me, Mom.”

“Okay,” she said, nodding. “You’re right. Stupid idea. Just take a few photos for me, okay? So I can see what it was like.”

“Sure thing.”

“Is she pretty?”

“I’m going, Mom.”

He shifted the heavy duffel bag more comfortably on his shoulder and started toward the door. The duffel, which allowed him to carry all the supplies he needed without looking suspicious, was the reason for his entire costume. Hudson had left the softball bat in there and added a rusty hatchet, a pair of gardening shears, a hammer, two flashlights, and a set of extra batteries. None of the so-called weapons seemed up to the task of monster slaying, but they were the best options he could find.

As he opened the door, his mom spoke again. “You haven’t heard that crashing sound again, have you?” she asked.

Hudson shook his head.

“Good,” his mother replied with clear relief. “Hopefully they fixed that transformer right this time.”





Twenty-Seven
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It was starting to get dark, and the trick-or-treaters were out in full force. As Hudson walked down Pine Street, he watched packs of costumed children converge on each house like sugar-toothed wolves. A group from school approached from the opposite direction: Ernest (the Joker), Will Frederickson (soccer player), Tina (warrior princess), and Sito (prom queen). Hudson waved to them. Only Tina waved back.

He adjusted his duffel bag, which was digging a hole in his shoulder, and continued toward the woods.

It was a perfect night for trick-or-treating, not cold but just chilly enough to set the autumnal mood. Hudson passed a squadron of little kids with glow necklaces and plastic pumpkins, a dad holding a sleeping witch in his arms. Halloween isn’t scary, Hudson thought, mostly to calm his racing heart. It’s a night of pretend.

Pretend ghosts. Pretend clowns. Pretend heroes.

Like me.

Violet was right. What was he thinking? Did he really think he was monster-slaying material? He had never even been in a fight. No. There had been that one time in second grade. Hudson had taken a new basketball to school in the hopes of using it as a kid magnet so he wouldn’t have to play alone anymore, and a bully named Ethan Hendrix had snatched it out of his hands. When Hudson had tried to take the ball back, Ethan had shoved him to the blacktop. Before the fight could escalate any further, however, a third boy had bravely inserted himself between them and defused the situation.

Quinn.

At that point, Hudson and Quinn had barely known each other. There had been no good reason for him to intervene on Hudson’s behalf. But he had, and they had been best friends ever since. Quinn had always been the one constant in his life.

Now, when his friend needed him most, Hudson wasn’t about to abandon him.

He reached the entrance to the woods. Violet was already waiting for him. She was dressed all in black with combat boots, a black leather jacket, black eye makeup, and black lipstick.

“Cool costume,” said Hudson.

“I forgot my drumsticks. How can I be a goth drummer without drumsticks?”

“Maybe they broke because you played the drums too hard.”

Violet grinned. “I like that. And I like this jacket too. It’s my sister’s.”

“How many coats does your sister have?”

“All of them. What’s in the duffel bag?”

“A hatchet for me. Garden shears for you. Or a baseball bat, if you have a preference.”

“My preference is we don’t do this at all. Are you sure I can’t talk you out of it?”

“Sorry,” replied Hudson, who was feeling more resolute about his decision. “I have to at least try to help Quinn. He’d do the same for me.”

She gave him a long look. “You’re a good friend.”

Violet turned on her flashlight and entered the woods, but Hudson remained on the street, gazing nervously up at the trees.

“You coming?” Violet called back to him.

“Just give me a sec. My mom told me I’m not allowed to go into the woods.”

“Your mom isn’t here.”

“I know. I think this might be the first time I’ve ever disobeyed her.”

“That’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard.”

Hudson took a deep breath and followed Violet into the woods. She knew the paths well, and it took Hudson’s complete focus to keep up. Eventually, they entered a large clearing that felt as though it were a different world altogether. The air left a sticky feeling on his tongue and smelled of decay. Even the beam of Hudson’s flashlight had begun to flicker, as if unsure how to penetrate this particular hue of darkness.

Violet grabbed his arm. “Someone’s here,” she said.

Hudson listened carefully and heard voices coming from the other side of the clearing. They turned off their flashlights and crept through the woods, trying to remain as quiet as possible. Finally, they reached the mouth of a cave. It was smaller than Hudson had imagined, and the gap in the rubble was packed with a jelly-like substance that seemed to be breathing. A purple light emanated from the interior of the cave, passing through the translucent barrier, and bathed the figure leaning against the rocks in an eerie purple glow.

Mr. Kazem.

The kids ducked behind a ridge and huddled close—not only for warmth, but so they could whisper in each other’s ears as quietly as possible. Violet’s hair brushed Hudson’s cheek, and despite the chilly evening he felt his face grow warm. He had never been this close to a girl before.

“What’s he doing?” Hudson asked.

“Waiting. See that ooze in the opening? That’s part of the wish monster. It seals up the cave after you go inside. My guess is Mr. Kazem brought someone here so they could get their wish granted.”

Hudson was mad at himself for not thinking of this possibility earlier. Mr. Kazem was a generous man. Of course he’d want to share his good fortune.

“We have to stop them,” Hudson said, starting to rise.

The purple light rose in intensity and then vanished, plunging the woods into darkness. Mr. Kazem shone his flashlight on the ooze just as it pulled away, leaving a few strands dangling from the rocks like jelly at the bottom of a jar. A shadowy shape began crawling through the gap.

“Too late,” said Violet. “Whoever it is, they’ve already made their wish.”





Twenty-Eight

[image: image]

An old man poked his head out of the cave, his face ashen. He looked like a ghost stunned to find himself in the world of the living again.

“Is that Mr. Bishop?” Violet asked.

Hudson, shocked beyond words, could only nod.

Mr. Kazem helped the social studies teacher to his feet and gave him a bear hug. Hudson had known they were friends, but it seemed odd that Mr. Kazem, given the devotion he had always expressed for his family, had chosen to share his discovery with Mr. Bishop and not his wife and daughter. Unless, of course, he had already brought them to the cave. Perhaps Mr. Bishop’s wish was only one of many, and when Hudson woke up tomorrow, the world would be changed in multiple ways that only he could see.

The possibility filled him with dread.

A battery-powered lantern illuminated the faces of the two men as they took a seat on a flattened boulder. Mr. Kazem was as giddy as a child before a bedtime story, eager to learn about his friend’s adventure.

“Here,” Mr. Kazem said, uncapping a thermos and pouring steaming liquid into a cup. “Drink this. Coffee with a little something extra.”

Mr. Bishop took a long swallow. Some color returned to his cheeks, but his eyes remained sunken and wraithlike.

“You owe me twenty bucks,” said Mr. Kazem.

Mr. Bishop chuckled. “I certainly do. Your wish monster is real. I’m sorry I doubted you.”

“Don’t worry about it. I didn’t believe the girl when she told me either. What did it offer you?”

“Three possibilities, all marvelously tempting. In the first one, I was a noted historian. I saw myself autographing copies of a book I had written on the Civil War.”

“Your lifelong dream!”

“It could have been a reality, had I chosen it, but I didn’t.”

“The second well must have offered something truly spectacular.”

“That’s why I picked it. But I need to tell you about the third well first.” Mr. Bishop took another gulp of the fortifying liquid. “I could have brought Emily back to life.”

Mr. Kazem gasped. “I knew it could bring a dog back to life, but a human being?” he asked. “Is there nothing it can’t do?” The possibilities danced in Mr. Kazem’s eyes, and a kind of desperate hunger shaped his features into someone who barely resembled the man Hudson knew. Then the store owner seemed to remember himself and squeezed his friend’s shoulder. “You said no?”

“It was the hardest decision of my life,” Mr. Bishop said, lips trembling. “But in the end, it just wasn’t worth what I’d be giving up in the second well. See, the wish monster wasn’t sending me thirty years back in time so I could relive all the time Emily and I lost. If that had been the case, the decision would have been an easy one. No, what the wish monster was offering was little more than a consolation prize. I’d be with Emily, right here and now, but all the years we missed would be little more than memories. She’d be old, like me. That would be more of a tease than anything, wouldn’t it? How many more years would we honestly have left together?”

Mr. Bishop seemed to be seeking reassurance more than an honest answer. The wish monster had placed the teacher in an impossible position, and no matter what, he would never be fully satisfied with his choice. Hudson suspected this was the reason the wish monster offered its visitors three possibilities and forced them to choose. For every wish gained, two were lost—which meant the wisher, knowing what they had sacrificed, would obsessively protect their final choice more than ever.

If it meant losing their wish, would Hudson ever be able to count on Mr. Kazem as an ally? Or Mr. Bishop?

Or Violet?

“I’m sure you made the right choice,” said Mr. Kazem, clapping Mr. Bishop on the back. “Now, enough suspense. What was your wish?”

Mr. Bishop produced an old-fashioned pocket watch dangling from a gold chain.

“I found this in the little bucket,” he said. “I’m not sure exactly how it works, but I guess there’s one way to find out . . .”

He pushed a silver button on the side of the watch. The two men waited nervously for something to happen.

Finally, Mr. Bishop screamed in pain.

“Sam?” Mr. Kazem asked, placing a hand on his friend’s back. “What’s wrong?”

The teacher collapsed to his knees and clutched his chest. For a moment, Hudson was afraid that Mr. Bishop might be having a heart attack, but then he unzippered his coat and raised his sweater, revealing a second pocket watch dangling from his bare skin. With a grimace, he began to pull the watch away from his body. The chain lengthened as more and most of it passed through his unbroken skin, unspooling from some interior point.

It’s like the watch is attached to his heart, Hudson thought.

Finally, the chain came free entirely, and Mr. Bishop flung the watch away. It skipped across the ground, changed course as it clinked against a rock, and stopped a few feet short of Hudson and Violet. Together, they craned their necks for a closer look. The watch before them looked identical to the one Mr. Bishop had brought out of the cave, with a notable difference: 23 had been etched into the gold lid. The number glowed with a faint purple light.

Hudson and Violet exchanged baffled looks.

This was only the beginning for poor Mr. Bishop, who repeated the strange watch-removing process, hurling one new arrival after another into the night. For the most part, these landed well beyond Hudson’s sight, vanishing into the overgrown grass or between the many rocks that littered the ground, though two watches did come to a rest close enough for him to make out a glowing 54 and 8.

Each of the watches, he presumed, was a different number.

But what did they mean?

Mr. Kazem, perhaps pondering the same question, tried to pick up a watch that had landed by his feet—and immediately yanked his hand away with a cry of pain.

“Almost . . . there,” said Mr. Bishop, digging in deep. He yanked a handful of watches from his chest like the grand finale in some bargain basement magic show. “Just need . . . to get these last ones . . . out.”

There was nothing left to do but wait. Finally, Mr. Bishop dropped the last watch, its chain spilling between his outstretched fingers, and collapsed in exhaustion.

“It’s done,” he said, panting.

Hudson’s attention turned to the watch in front of him just as the lid clicked open and the hands of the clock spun in mad counterclockwise circles. A dark shadow shot from the tiny aperture and began to change before Hudson’s eyes, twisting and undulating and growing more recognizably human—a torso, a pair of legs, the hint of a nose—like a lump of clay being molded by an invisible sculptor. The other watches were undergoing a similar process, each of them quickly changing into something approaching a man—or, in some cases, a child.

Violet squeezed Hudson’s arm so hard he would find black-and-blue marks there later. He didn’t mind. The pain was a reminder that this wasn’t a dream or flight of fancy—that although it broke a lifetime of preconceived notions about what was and wasn’t possible, it was truly happening.

An explosion of purple light illuminated the night sky like a flash of lightning across an alien landscape, and the shadows turned human.

The one closest to them was a young man wearing tweed slacks and a button-down shirt. He looked confused but intrigued, as though he had gotten off at the wrong bus stop but was now wondering if this mistake had been a blessing in disguise. Hudson studied the man, trying to remember where he had seen him before. His face was unremarkable—brown hair, brown eyes, not handsome—but he had kind eyes that invited conversation.

The man’s identity clicked into place. Mr. Bishop. Not the Mr. Bishop who taught social studies and ran the yearbook club, but a far younger version that possibly predated his first day of teaching. Hudson remembered the number engraved on the watch, and his mind made a monumental leap that would have been impossible in the outside world but seemed logical enough in this field of wonders.

“That’s Mr. Bishop at age twenty-three,” Hudson whispered. “The number on the watch tells you his age.”

He thought Violet might argue or tell him he was crazy, but instead she just nodded. Apparently, he wasn’t the only one who had accepted this new, fluid version of reality.

“They’re all Mr. Bishop at different ages,” she said.

Hudson turned his attention from twenty-three to the convention of Mr. Bishops populating the field, each standing in the exact same spot where a watch had landed. He spotted a teenage Mr. Bishop, acne pitting his still maturing face; Mr. Bishop in his forties, stroking an experimental mustache; and a Mr. Bishop just a few years shy of his current age. This version looked annoyed, as though his presence here was a waste of time.

Hudson thought he would have been horrified to see so many different versions of himself, but the original Mr. Bishop clapped his hands in delight as though a smorgasbord of delicacies had been laid out for his enjoyment.

“Look, Amir!” he exclaimed. “There I am at seventeen! So young and innocent, though that didn’t stop me from thinking I knew everything! And greetings, thirty-two! What a great age. Older and wiser, there’s something to be said for that. But not too old.”

Mr. Kazem backed away from a feral seven-year-old Mr. Bishop who looked ready to kick him in the shin.

“This is a . . . highly unusual wish,” he said, perplexed. “A museum of past ages?”

“No, no, no,” said Mr. Bishop with a laugh. “This is only the first part. My actual wish is pathetically unoriginal. In fact, it’s the wish of any old man.” He gave Mr. Kazem a chance to answer, but all those years obsessing over prices and inventory had stunted his imagination, leaving him unable to wager a guess. “To be young again, of course,” Mr. Bishop finally said, patting his friend’s arm with a touch of sympathy. “Excuse me, Amir. It’s time to go shopping.”

Mr. Bishop strolled among his doppelgängers like a visitor to a sculpture garden. His alternate selves seemed incapable of speech or of moving more than a step or two in any direction, though Hudson thought he saw a hint of pleading in their eyes: Pick me, pick me. Mr. Bishop showed little interest in any of the versions over forty and walked past them with disdain, as though insulted they had even bothered to show up. He regarded babies and toddlers the same way. Genuine consideration was given to those versions in their early twenties (causing Hudson and Violet to scramble out of sight as Mr. Bishop circled twenty-three), but in the end his final choices were all between the ages of ten and fifteen. Hudson wasn’t surprised. Mr. Bishop’s stories had painted those formative years as an idyllic time he would give anything to revisit.

“Twelve,” Mr. Bishop said, deciding at last. “I think that might have been the best year of my life.”

This version of Mr. Bishop held no hint of the bookish teacher he would eventually become. He was wearing a Philadelphia Phillies cap that would have been stylishly retro in the present day but was probably just an ordinary cap in its original time period. His face needed a good scrubbing, and his jeans and shirt were torn in multiple places. He looked like the kind of kid who couldn’t pass a tree without climbing it.

“Hello, there,” said old Mr. Bishop. “I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed seeing the world through your eyes.”

He placed his hands on his younger self’s shoulders. The moment he did, the spurned Mr. Bishops sighed and lowered their arms to their sides—as though grimly accepting their fates—and dropped through brightly lit holes that suddenly opened beneath their feet. The holes immediately began to close. Right before they vanished entirely, leaving no trace of their appearance, Hudson thought he heard the squawk of a seagull.

As for the original Mr. Bishop? He simply disappeared.

In the end, only the twelve-year-old boy remained.





Twenty-Nine
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The boy whooped, ran in circles, swirled his arms around like helicopter blades, leaped onto the boulder, leaped off the boulder, and, in general, acted like a child set loose at recess after being cooped up in a classroom all morning.

“I’m young!” Mr. Bishop exclaimed. “All my aches and pains—gone! I feel like I could run a marathon, Amir. Two marathons, back-to-back!”

Mr. Kazem, laughing, bent down to look in the boy’s eyes.

“Is that you in there, my old friend?” he asked.

“Oh yes! Sixty-eight years of knowledge and experience wrapped up in a twelve-year-old’s body. I don’t know what to do first! I want to throw a baseball as hard as I can and hear it smack into somebody’s mitt. I want to slide down a snowy hill and not care if I fly off because it’s only going to be a few bumps and bruises, not a trip to the hospital. I want”—he paused—“Where do I live? Do I have a family? How is this going to work?”

Mr. Kazem chuckled. “I wouldn’t worry about that, Sam. I’m sure the wish monster has taken care of everything.”

Mr. Bishop picked up the pocket watch lying on the ground and dangled it before his eyes. The glow was beginning to fade from the 12 inscribed on the lid.

“I feel like I should keep this somewhere safe.”

Mr. Kazem nodded. “I got something in my bucket too. A key. I turned it in the door of my old store and watched that pathetic money pit transform before my eyes. You should have been there, Sam. It was—”

A thunderous crash exploded from the mouth of the cave. It was the same sound Hudson had heard the previous night, though from this close it sounded more aquatic in origin, like a giant wave slamming into the ocean.

Mr. Kazem clasped his head between his hands and groaned in misery, as though suffering from a migraine well beyond the reach of any medicine. Young Mr. Bishop watched his friend with concern.

“What’s wrong, Amir?” he asked.

“I’ve never felt anything like this before,” Mr. Kazem mumbled. “Feels like my mind is being . . . ripped apart . . .”

Hudson heard a soft moan next to him and saw that Violet was suffering a similar attack, though she was doing her best to remain quiet so as not to reveal their presence. He gently placed his hand on Violet’s shoulder.

“You okay?” he whispered. “Violet? Say something.”

Violet opened her eyes.

“What’s Sam doing here?” she asked in a perfectly calm voice. The pain had not only passed but been completely forgotten, as though it had never happened at all. “I closed my eyes for one second, and I swear he just showed up out of nowhere. Do you know him? He’s in band. Plays the trumpet.”

The wish monster had once again reshaped minds and memories to conform to a wish. Violet now believed that Sam Bishop, her former social studies teacher, was just some kid from school. Hudson figured that brains all over Haywood had been similarly rewired. The only exceptions were Mr. Bishop, the wish maker, and Hudson, whose inexplicable immunity had saved him once again.

That big crash is the sound of reality being rewritten, Hudson thought. No wonder it’s so loud.

Mr. Kazem, like Violet, seemed confused but otherwise unharmed. He examined the boy in front of him. “You’re . . . Sam, right?” he asked. “I’ve seen you in my store before. Why are you here?”

Mr. Bishop had apparently lost none of his intelligence during the transition from adult to child, because he grasped the situation immediately.

“We’re friends,” Sam said, offering the older man a reassuring smile. “You’ve just forgotten. I promise I’ll explain everything, but it’s going to take some time, and you might not believe me at first. Let’s get somewhere warm first. I’ll meet you outside the woods!”

Eager to try out his new young legs, Sam ran off, arms pumping in mad delight, giggling as he attained a speed his body hadn’t known for decades. Mr. Kazem approached the cave and spoke directly through the opening.

“I trust this little mystery has something to do with you, my friend,” he said. “I’ll be back tomorrow night with a new wisher. I promise.”

Once Mr. Kazem was out of sight, Hudson and Violet rose sluggishly to their feet.

“I am so confused right now,” Violet said.

“Mr. Bishop’s wish was to be young again, and now he’s that boy Sam.” Hudson did his best to describe the scene with the pocket watches and multiaged Mr. Bishops, but that only seemed to confuse Violet more, so he gave up. “After he picked an age, there was this loud crash, which was when the wish monster messed with your memory. It looked like it really hurt. Do you remember anything about that at all?”

Violet shook her head. “I remember coming to the cave and finding Mr. Kazem here. And then I saw Sam. That’s about it. I don’t remember hearing any crash at all.”

“It must happen every time someone makes a new wish. It makes sense that I heard it two times before this. The first time was when you made your wish. The second time was Mr. Kazem’s.” Hudson brightened, realizing something. “There haven’t been any other wishes besides the ones we know about! I would have heard a crash.”

“Now that I’m thinking about it, I might have heard a sound like that the night Midnight came back. Why do I remember that but not the other ones?”

“Because it was your wish, so your brain wasn’t changed like everyone else’s. The same thing happened to Mr. Bishop just now.”

Violet groaned. “This is making my brain hurt! You tell me this Mr. Bishop is my social studies teacher, but I remember having Mrs. Garcia all year long! Just last week I stayed after school and she helped me with the essay I’m working on. She said I was a good writer but needed better transitions.”

“Who’s Mrs. Garcia?” Hudson asked.

“You’re joking.”

“She must work at our school now because Mr. Bishop doesn’t. I mean, someone has to teach social studies. Who knows what else has changed! What if in the old reality Mrs. Garcia worked at a different school and saved fourteen kids from a burning building, only since she works at our school now those kids all died?”

“That seems a little extreme.”

“You get my point, though. There’s no predicting how one little change might affect the world. My best friend vanished because of a supermarket! Every wish is dangerous. This can’t go on.”

Hudson shone his flashlight into the cave. It looked empty, but a pungent odor, like a fish market at the end of a hot summer’s day, left little doubt that the cave was inhabited. Hudson spotted the passageway leading farther underground and wondered where it went. A second chamber? A series of labyrinthine tunnels? A gaping maw ready to snap him up like an early-morning worm?

He unslung his duffel bag, thinking he would slide it through the gap first and then follow, but Violet took it from his hands.

“It’ll make a loud sound when it hits the floor,” she said. “We don’t want the wish monster to know we’re there. You go first, and I’ll pass it through to you.”

Hudson nodded and climbed into the cave. The fishy smell was even stronger in the enclosed area, like the den of a wild animal. He half expected to see a pile of gnawed bones in the corner.

He reached through the opening for his duffel bag and saw Violet staring back at him, her eyes wet with tears.

“I’m sorry, Hudson,” she said, lip trembling. “But I can’t let you hurt it. What if you’re right? What if killing the wish monster undoes my wish? I can’t lose Midnight again. I know it doesn’t seem like it right now, but I’m helping you! I want you to make a wish of your own! Once you do that, you’ll understand that the wish monster doesn’t mean us any harm!”

Hudson couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Give me the duffel bag,” he said.

Violet shook her head. “You’ll thank me afterward, Hudson. This is for the best. Besides, I’m afraid of what will happen to you if you try and—”

The ooze descended from above and corked the gap, plunging the cave into darkness and muffling the rest of Violet’s sentence. Hudson tried hitting it, but it was no use. It absorbed his blows like a mattress, mocking his efforts to escape.

“Violet!” he screamed. “Violet! Let me out!”

Hudson turned around as the chamber was lit by an eerie purple glow. The three eyes of the wish monster swooped down to regard the newest visitor to its domain.
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4

Answers





Thirty
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Pacing back and forth in front of the cave, Violet tried to convince herself that she had done the right thing.

“He’s obviously losing his grip on reality,” she said. “The wish monster will help him.”

Violet believed Hudson about Kazem’s Market appearing overnight. So what if her memories told a different story? She was the one who had sent Mr. Kazem to the wish monster—she remembered that much, at least—and a prosperous new business seemed like the most logical result.

Hudson was telling the truth. Violet had no issues with that. But the fact that he remembered this prewish reality to begin with?

That changed her thinking entirely.

Violet had believed that Hudson Causeway was just a random kid whose knowledge of Midnight’s death had been intended as a warning: bring me a wisher or even more people will remember the truth about your dog. After Violet had satisfied the wish monster’s demand by sending Mr. Kazem to its cave, however, Hudson should have lost his special ability. Since he hadn’t, Violet could only conclude that her initial theory had been incorrect.

Hudson hadn’t been a warning. He was simply immune to having his mind rewired.

Violet still believed she had interpreted the wish monster’s message in the cave correctly. It wanted to grant more wishes. But it had never threatened her, which proved that the wish monster was a purely benevolent creature that expected nothing in return for its gifts. Its sole purpose was to help people.

It would never hurt anyone. She was sure of it.

There was no way to convince Hudson of this, however. He was positive the wish monster was evil incarnate and had wiped his best friend from the face of the earth. Violet, on the other hand, knew this “Quinn” was just a figment of Hudson’s broken mind, which only proved that the wish monster had done the right thing by rewriting everyone’s memories. Otherwise, their minds would break. Poor Hudson was proof of that.

He was imagining things. He needed help.

That was why Violet had tricked him into going into the cave without his weapons. If Hudson attacked the wish monster, he was going to get hurt, even killed—the wish monster was good, but not that good. This was the only way to keep Hudson safe. Once he made a wish of his own, he’d understand that he had been wrong. The wish monster might even cure him of his delusions!

Earlier that night, Violet had begun to doubt herself—what if she was wrong and the wish monster really had made all those people vanish?—but then Hudson had made the outlandish claim that Sam Bishop, who she had known her entire life, was really an old man in disguise, and Violet felt better about her decision.

You’re doing this for his own good, she thought. He’ll thank you in the end.

“This is my friend Hudson!” she shouted through the plugged opening. “His mind is hurt. Please help him!”

The wish monster gave no sign that it had heard her, and Violet took a seat on the same boulder that Mr. Bishop and Mr. Kazem had occupied only a few minutes earlier. For now, all she could do was wait.





Thirty-One
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Despite his terrifying predicament, despite the possibility that he would never leave this cave alive, despite his heart pounding so hard he thought it might explode from its bony cage, one thought lingered stubbornly at the forefront of Hudson’s mind.

Violet had betrayed him.

Could he have been that spectacularly wrong about her? Had she only pretended to be his friend in order to deliver him to her benefactor? He refused to believe it. The wish monster must have brainwashed her. That was the only explanation. It could create and destroy memories. The idea that it could bend someone’s mind to its will wasn’t much of a stretch.

It really was evil.

With as much defiance as he could muster, Hudson glared up at the triangle of eyes hovering above his head. Violet’s description had not adequately conveyed their alien quality: the shade of purple just slightly removed from any recognizable hue, the terrifying wrongness of disembodied eyes without a body to house them. Hudson knew he should be terrified right now, but instead an inexplicable calmness settled over his body. For reasons he could not explain, Hudson felt on the verge of some great epiphany, as though the answers to all his questions could be found within the walls of this cave.

Above him, the thick tentacle that ran along the ceiling like a fleshy track began to move, carrying three wishing wells into the chamber and lowering them to the ground. Hudson peered into the first one and saw dark water sloshing from side to side.

A single word ascended from subterranean depths and echoed throughout the cave:

“WISH!”

Hudson was tempted. He had been ignored his whole life. Now, if he wanted, he could become the most popular kid at school. Or meet his dad! Or . . .

“No,” Hudson said, taking a step back.

Any wish, however innocent, might have terrible consequences. He refused to give the wish monster the permission it needed to change the world.

Hudson considered his options. Even with weapons, killing the wish monster had seemed like a questionable plan at best, so he wasn’t about to attempt it unarmed. Realistically, the best he could hope for was escape. Punching that weird ooze hadn’t done much good, but what if he tried puncturing it with a weapon?

He canvassed the floor for a sharp rock, a sharp anything.

Nothing.

“WISH!”

“I heard you the first time,” said Hudson.

He directed his flashlight through the archway in the back of the cave. The tunnel seemed to go on forever. Hudson didn’t savor the idea of going down there, but he couldn’t think of any other options right now. Maybe he’d find a second exit or some kind of weapon. At the very least, he might learn something important.

He took a step toward the tunnel, and a single eye dropped into his path. The other eyes closed in from his left and right. Their irises darkened to angry bruises as they advanced toward him, forcing Hudson to stumble backward.

“WISH!” the monster insisted, louder than ever.

Hudson found himself in front of the wells again. He could tell the wish monster was losing its patience. If he didn’t make a wish soon, something bad was going to happen. Fortunately, Hudson had an idea. He wouldn’t make a new wish. That was too risky. But there was still a way to save Quinn and all the other people who had vanished.

He would use his wish to undo Mr. Kazem’s wish.

Hudson touched the water. Violet had described her experience in detail, so he wasn’t surprised when the wish monster entered his mind and began rifling through his memories. It was sickening, and invasive, but all Hudson had to do was gut it out. According to Violet, it only took a few seconds, tops.

Two minutes later, Hudson knew something was wrong.

Invisible fingers were digging through his mind, just as Violet had described, but they couldn’t seem to find what they needed. Hudson winced as they dug deeper, searched harder, became desperate.

Finally, the wish monster gave up and withdrew in defeat.

Hudson supposed it wasn’t surprising. The wish monster wasn’t able to mess with his memories like other people, so it made it sense that it would have trouble searching his mind for a wish.

Clearly, Hudson was different from other people.

But how?

Lost in his thoughts, Hudson didn’t notice the tentacle wrapping around his ankles until he was already being lifted into the air. In just a moment, he was hanging upside down from the ceiling, the floor far beneath him.

Hudson’s screams ricocheted off the walls as he was transported toward the dark tunnel like an animal scheduled for slaughter.
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Violet was starting to get worried. Hudson had been in the cave a long time. Too long.

Something was wrong.

She couldn’t stop thinking about the expression on his face when he realized that she had tricked him. Not anger. Not fear.

Disbelief.

Even when Violet’s betrayal had been as clear as day, Hudson couldn’t bring himself to believe it. That was how much he trusted her.

So why hadn’t she trusted him?

Hudson had been right about Midnight. Hudson had been right about the store. Hadn’t that been enough to prove how clearly his mind was working? Plus, if you thought about it logically, what Hudson had said made sense. In order to make room for Kazem’s Market, those houses—along with the people who lived there—had to go somewhere. The wish monster could have relocated them all, but why bother?

So much easier to make them disappear.

“No,” Violet said. “The wish monster is good.”

What made her so sure? Perhaps Violet thought the wish monster was good simply because she wanted it to be good. If it wasn’t, she would have to stop it. And if she stopped it, she would lose Midnight again.

Her love for her dog might be blinding her to the truth.

“It’s going to be okay,” she said. “Everyone else who has gone into that cave came out again. There’s no reason Hudson would be any different.”

Except Hudson was different, wasn’t he? He was immune to the wish monster’s magic.

What if that made the wish monster angry?

Starting to panic now, Violet shone her flashlight on the ooze, which remained in place like the world’s biggest, grossest piece of chewing gum. She searched for some glimpse of movement inside the cave, some sign, however minor, that Hudson was all right. She couldn’t see a thing.

She could, however, hear something.

Screaming.
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If this had been an action movie, and Hudson an action hero, he could have simply twisted his body upward and disentangled his ankles from the tentacle. But Hudson was just a twelve-year-old boy, and after several efforts at freeing himself, he gave up and focused on screaming as loud as he could.

“Violet! Help! Help!”

He wondered whether she heard him. He wondered where he was going.

He wondered if his mother would ever find out what had happened to him.

The tentacle carted Hudson beneath the archway at the back of the cave and into a deep, impenetrable darkness. He dangled helplessly, blood rushing to his head.

“Violet!” he screamed at the top of his lungs. The mouth of the cave was growing distant, and soon she wouldn’t be able to hear him at all, if she even could now. “Violet!”

Hudson heard a loud squelch, like a cleaver splitting the flesh of a watermelon, and the wish monster screeched in pain. At the same time, the tentacle released him, and Hudson found himself falling through the dark. Fortunately, the ceiling was lowest in this part of the cave; Hudson scraped his palms but was otherwise unharmed by the impact. He immediately got to his feet and returned to the purple-lit chamber. The eyes tried to block his path again, but Hudson wove between them like a basketball player juking a defender.

“Hudson!” Violet exclaimed. “Where are you?”

He turned toward her voice and gasped. The ooze blocking the exit now had a gash in it through which he could see Violet’s left eye. Chunky liquid dripped from the wound and ran down the wall of the cave.

“Hold on!” Violet exclaimed. Hudson heard another squelch as the hatchet blade hacked through the ooze. The gash widened, and the wish monster screeched again. Above Hudson, the purple light flickered.

Violet struck again.

This time, the wish monster’s scream was pure agony.

“Eww!” exclaimed Violet. Her last blow had struck an artery—or whatever the equivalent was for disembodied oozes—splattering her with amber fluid. She raised the hatchet again, and the wish monster, perhaps afraid of a blow even worse than the last one, unplugged the hole. Without a moment’s hesitation, Hudson dove through the gap, landing face first on the cold ground. He didn’t care. The pain meant he was alive.

“Are you okay?” Violet asked, helping him to his feet.

“I think so.”

“Let’s get out of here.”

They turned and screamed in unison, not expecting to see a figure standing directly behind them. It was Hudson’s mother. She was holding a flashlight of her own, and her gray hair blew madly in the wind.

Ms. Causeway’s eyes went from the cave to the children. From the children to the cave. Her expression was impossible to read.

Violet realized she was still holding the hatchet and tossed it away.

“Mom!” exclaimed Hudson. He ran into her arms and held her tight, feeling truly safe at last. “I know I’m not supposed to go into the woods and I’m probably grounded until I’m twenty-five no matter what, and this is going to sound like the excuse of all time, but”—he pointed back at the cave—“there’s a monster in there that grants wishes. And it has to be stopped.”

Ms. Causeway nodded.

“I know,” she said.
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Ms. Causeway made it abundantly clear that there would be no further discussion until they reached their house. Despite Hudson’s persistent entreaties—“How do you know about the wish monster? Why didn’t you tell me?”—his mother refused to acknowledge his questions. Even in her bleakest mood, Hudson’s mom had never refused to talk to him before, and this sudden change in character frightened him.

Eventually, he had given up and hung back with Violet. Although they were out of the cave, Hudson’s nerves were still raw, and he jumped at every sound. Judging by the number of times Violet spun around and shone her flashlight behind them, she clearly felt the same.

“Has your mom ever mentioned the wish monster before?” Violet asked.

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

Despite the terror that clung to him like a displaced spiderweb, Hudson couldn’t help but laugh. “I think I would have remembered.”

“I’m not saying she was like, ‘Hey, did you know we have a wish monster in our town?’ I mean, did she drop an accidental hint? Something that might not have been obvious at the time, but now that you know she knows . . .”

That was a different question, and a good one. Hudson reconsidered his mom’s behavior in this new light, and several examples leaped immediately to mind.

“My mom is overprotective in general,” Hudson said, “but when it comes to the woods, she takes it to a whole new level. I’ve been warned to stay away from them my entire life. Now that I know she knows about the wish monster, it makes more sense.”

“Which means she’s known about the wish monster since you were born,” said Violet. “Maybe even earlier. Did your mom grow up around here?”

“Haywood born and bred,” Hudson said. “That’s not the only thing, though. Remember how she acted weird when I told her about the crashing noises? I don’t think she can hear them like I can. But I think she knows what they mean.”

“Wishes being granted,” Violet said, nodding. “She knows a lot.”

Hudson could see streetlights through the trees. They were almost out of the woods, if not metaphorically, then at least physically.

Violet started to cry. “I’m sorry,” she said.

Sensing that their time together was drawing to a close, and that Ms. Causeway might not want to unburden her secrets in front of a total stranger, Violet felt the need to confess everything before her courage abandoned her. Hudson listened to the rambling monologue that followed without saying a word, his mind scrambling to keep up with the painful truths being flung at him like icy snowballs. Violet hadn’t truly wanted to be friends; she was just keeping him around to test a theory. She hadn’t believed him about the changes each wish had wrought, changes that only Hudson knew; she’d thought he was losing his mind. She had never intended to help him kill the wish monster; in some ill-conceived attempt to help him overcome his delusions, she had meant to trap him in the cave.

In short, Violet had done nothing but lie to him since the moment they met.

By the time Violet finished talking, Hudson’s house was within sight. His mom was already standing on the front stoop and turning the key in the lock. Even if there had been more time for Hudson to respond to everything Violet had just shared, he wouldn’t have known where to begin. Although he had never experienced it, Hudson now understood what it was like to have the wish monster scramble your brain, leaving you to question things you had been certain were beyond refute.

“It’s late,” he said, unable to meet Violet’s eyes. “You should go home.”

“I messed up. Big-time. But give me another chance. I want to help you save Quinn.”

“Why? You don’t even know him. And more importantly, I don’t even know you.”

Hudson hurried toward his house, where his mom, hopefully as a harbinger of revelations to come, was already turning on the lights.





Thirty-Five

[image: image]

Hudson’s aches and pains screamed for attention. An elbow he had banged while climbing into the cave. A knee he had scraped while climbing out. Various gashes, assorted black-and-blues, a splinter.

Fortunately, these were a welcome distraction from the far more painful wound that Violet had inflicted on his heart.

“Get cleaned up,” said his mom. “I’ll make organic tea.”

“It’s been a rough night. How about hot chocolate instead?”

“Fine. With skim milk.”

“Whole milk.”

“Don’t push it.”

While his mom busied herself in the kitchen, Hudson trudged upstairs to the bathroom, where he cleaned his wounds, applied antibacterial ointment, and made liberal use of their eclectic Band-Aid selection. He also scrubbed his hands clean with soap and a lavender-scented washcloth. What Hudson really wanted was a shower, but that would have to wait until later. His mom finally seemed ready to provide some answers, and he didn’t want to give her the opportunity to change her mind.

After pulling on a clean pair of socks that made him feel borderline human again, Hudson slid into his seat at the small kitchen table where they usually ate. A mug of steaming cocoa was waiting for him. His mom had added a dash of cinnamon, just the way he liked it.

“Thanks,” Hudson said.

There were four seats at their table, which didn’t make much sense, since Hudson and his mom were the only ones who ever sat there. Nevertheless, the seat next to him felt particularly empty. Violet belonged there, sharing this moment.

She’s not really your friend, Hudson thought. Forget about her.

Easier said than done.

“How did you find out about the wish monster?” asked his mother. “Was it that girl?”

“Yeah,” Hudson whispered.

His mom sighed as though Violet were a pernicious influence whose list of offenses included not only wish monsters but cheating on tests, vandalism, and stealing candy from particularly cute babies.

“Tell me everything,” she said. “From the beginning.”

“You first.”

Ms. Causeway looked amused, as she always did on those rare occasions when her son tried to tell her what to do.

“Maybe I’ll go first,” said Hudson.

“If you insist.”

He told the story succinctly and without dramatic flourish. He wished Violet were there, not because he wanted her there—they weren’t friends, would never be friends, had never been friends to begin with—but to fill in any details he might be forgetting. Despite the outlandish nature of Hudson’s narrative, his mom seemed to believe every single word without question, making him think she knew even more about the wish monster than he did. In fact, she seemed only moderately surprised that Hudson was immune to the wish monster’s amnesiac magic, and not at all surprised by his inability to make a wish.

“Why doesn’t the wish monster’s magic affect me the same way as other people?” Hudson asked as his story drew to a close. “Why am I so different?”

His mom took a sip of her cocoa, now grown cold, her eyes avoiding him entirely. “I have no idea,” she said.

She was a terrible liar, and Hudson leaned forward, determined to pester her with questions until she finally told him the truth. Before he could begin, however, his mom launched into her tale. Perhaps this was simply a way of distracting Hudson, or maybe, like a teacher who doesn’t want to take questions until after the entire assignment has been explained, she would reveal the explanations he sought at her own pace.

For now, all he could do was listen.
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“My friends and I found the wish monster when we were about your age,” Ms. Causeway said. “The three of us were always together. Me, Charlotte Gates, and Harper Blyth. Charlotte—the bookworm of our crew—called us the three musketeers. Harper wasn’t really into books or school—she loved to sing, though, and maybe she didn’t always get the solos she wanted, but she sounded pretty good to me. I was the daredevil. I got into all sorts of different trouble, but my favorite thing was climbing. Trees, rocks, poles—I didn’t care. The higher, the better.” Ms. Causeway laughed at the disbelief on her son’s face. “I was young, Hudson. Life hadn’t gotten its claws into me yet.”

His mother was fanatically cautious. She refused to ride a bicycle without a helmet, followed the crosswalk signals even if there wasn’t a car in sight, and cut her meat into absurdly small pieces. Hudson couldn’t imagine her as a scrappy girl with scratches all over her legs and a devil-may-care attitude.

“I was the one who found the cave,” Ms. Causeway said. “It wasn’t covered with rubble back then—we’ll get to that—but it was hidden, camouflaged behind boards painted the same color as the rocks and a thick layer of ivy. The last person who had gone inside the cave wanted to make sure no one found it.”

“Do you know who it was?” Hudson asked.

“I do, actually. Philip Haywood. The founder of our town.”

Hudson recognized the name. There was an oil painting of him in the Haywood Public Library. He was wearing the fancy clothes of the era but looked vaguely out of place in them, as though dressed up for a costume party.

“Philip Haywood was fabulously rich, but his wealth seems to have come out of nowhere. If you trace the Haywood family tree, as I have, you’ll notice generation after generation of humble, working-class people. Yet somehow Philip Haywood found himself wealthy enough to build an entire town from scratch.”

“The wish monster made him rich,” Hudson said.

“Bingo.”

“How do you know all this?”

“I read his journal.”

“How did you get his—”

“Forget about our illustrious founder for now and fast-forward a hundred years or so. There I am, exploring the woods by myself on a hot August afternoon. My friends were busy that day. Charlotte was at the library, and I forget what Harper was up to, but it probably involved a boy. The cave was camouflaged so well that I had walked past it a hundred times over the years without noticing anything was off. But just like your friend Violet, I heard the word ‘wish’ over and over again, and it led me to the cave. You know what happened next. The wish monster gave me three choices. My first wish was embarrassing, so we’re not getting into it. Maybe when you’re older. My second wish was to be rich. My parents were fighting a lot back then, mostly about money, so I figured being rich would make everything better. Again, I was young. My third wish was to fly. That’s the one I picked.”

Ms. Causeway’s eyes grew dreamy as the past was projected on a movie screen visible only to her.

“I still remember my first flight,” she said, her voice taking on a giddy, childlike quality. “I was so terrified that I refused to fly higher than a few feet, just in case the magic wore off and I plummeted to earth. As I practiced, I got better, went higher. Eventually, I touched the clouds.”

“Hold on,” said Hudson, the full impact of his mother’s words hitting him. “You can fly?”

“Not anymore,” Ms. Causeway said, and the loss in her eyes was hard to bear. “We’re getting to that part. Unlike Mayor Haywood, I had no desire to keep the wish monster to myself. I brought my friends to the cave the very next day. Harper wished to be a famous singer, and just like that, she was topping the charts. She couldn’t even walk down the street without being mobbed by fans. I swear, every single person in America knew the lyrics to ‘My Best Friend’s Crush.’”

“Never heard of it,” Hudson said.

“Of course not. Harper’s songs don’t exist anymore. It’s funny. Every so often, I’ll be in the shower, or washing dishes, and I’ll hum along to a few bars that suddenly pop into my head. Then I instantly forget them. The weirdest part was Charlotte and I had to keep reminding ourselves that Harper was just our friend and not actually this famous pop star. The wish monster had done something to our minds, and we were convinced Harper was the real deal. Even when she explained what had happened, we had to force ourselves to believe her. It was the same with me flying. Harper and Charlotte and anyone else who happened to catch me in the sky acted like it was this totally normal thing. ‘Oh, look. There’s Miranda, the flying girl.’”

His mother paused, willing herself to speak, and Hudson knew they had reached a dark turning point in her tale.

“Which brings us to Charlotte’s wish. She was the smartest of us by far and had read enough fairy tales to know that wishes seldom go according to plan, so she was reluctant to enter the cave. We finally talked her into it, though. She ended up wishing for a library with all the books that ever were.”

It was a lovely wish, but Hudson immediately saw the problem. Mr. Kazem’s new store was no bigger than the average supermarket, yet its haphazard placement had impacted dozens of lives. Now Hudson tried to imagine the size of a building that housed all the books that had ever been created. In order to drag it into reality, the wish monster would need to clear away a lot of space.

“How big was it?” he asked.

“Immense. It stretched from the edge of Haywood all the way to the Pennsylvania border—about seven miles. Looked spectacular, especially from the air. But there was one slight problem, as I’m sure you already know.”

“The people who had been living there.”

“Entire towns disappeared overnight. Charlotte was inconsolable. She became obsessed with undoing the harm that she had done. Since she owned the largest library in existence, she was determined to find out everything she could about the wish monster. Once she knew what it was, she could stop it. She figured it had to be part of some culture’s mythology or referenced in a folktale. But it wasn’t. In fact, the only book that had any sort of information about the wish monster at all was Mayor Haywood’s journal. That’s how we learned he had been in the cave and made a wish to be rich and powerful. It was his deepest, darkest secret. He wasn’t a bad man by any means, and he seemed to genuinely care about the inhabitants of his town, but he was terrified of being exposed as a fake. As Mayor Haywood grew older, however, he could no longer enjoy his wealth, and he worried about some vague ‘HORROR’—always in capital letters—destroying everything. The last sentence in his journal is: ‘The HORROR is near. I can delay no longer.’”

Hudson didn’t ask if the horror was the wish monster. He didn’t want to waste time with dumb questions.

“Just weeks after he wrote that entry, Mayor Haywood began to suffer an unprecedented run of bad luck,” Ms. Causeway continued. “He lost everything and ended his life a vagrant, wandering the streets of the town he used to run, begging for loose change.”

Given the sequence of events, and how soon after his last visit to the cave Mayor Haywood’s unprecedented run of luck changed, Hudson could draw only one conclusion.

“He gave his wish back,” he said.

“That’s what Charlotte thought too—Mayor Haywood had realized his wish was causing some kind of harm and had gone into the cave to undo it. Charlotte wanted us to do the same. She was convinced all the monster’s wishes were just curses in disguise. We argued that our wishes weren’t hurting anyone, and Charlotte asked how we could possibly know that for sure with our manipulated memories. Besides, even if our wishes weren’t harming anyone else, they were harming us. According to Charlotte, Harper and I were changing. Harper had become something of a diva—spoiled, petulant, rude. She was no longer the friend I loved. And I barely talked anymore. Every moment I spent with my feet on the ground felt like a waste of time. All I could think about was escaping to the sky. So Charlotte had a point. The problem was, Harper and I didn’t see it that way at the time. We liked our wishes, and we wanted to keep them.”

Having reached what was, for her, the most difficult part of the story, Ms. Causeway paused to gather her thoughts. Years of regret cast a long shadow over her face.

“Charlotte didn’t tell us she was going to the cave alone. If she had, we would have stopped her. Not out of concern for our friend, it shames me to say, but concern for our wishes. I can’t tell you what happened once she got there. I have no idea. Charlotte did leave us a letter, but she didn’t give specifics—just said she was planning to ‘set things right.’ That’s also how I learned about her library, because when I woke up the next morning, I didn’t remember anything about it—or Harper’s brief musical career either, though she filled me in about that later. I did remember being able to fly. Only I couldn’t do it anymore.”

“Charlotte figured out a way to reverse the wishes,” Hudson said. “But you only remembered your own wish. No one else’s.”

“Correct.”

“This proves there’s still a chance to save Quinn!”

“Hudson—”

“Charlotte must have told you what she did, or at least left some kind of—”

“Let me finish,” Ms. Causeway said, giving her son a long look: Don’t get any ideas. “Whatever Charlotte’s plan was, it worked, no doubt about it. All the people who had vanished because of the library were back again. But Harper and I didn’t care about that. We wanted our wishes back. We ran to the cave, only it had collapsed, and tons of rubble blocked the entrance. And Charlotte was missing.”

“Missing like . . . removed from existence?” asked Hudson.

“No. Good old-fashioned missing. No trace of her was ever found. Harper sank into a deep depression. What happened to Charlotte was only part of it. Harper had loved being a celebrity—maybe loved it too much—and hated being a nobody again. She stopped going to school. Stopped eating. Her parents thought a change of scenery might help, and they moved to Colorado. Last I heard, Harper was teaching music at an elementary school out there, so I hope she’s found some peace at last.”

“How about you? Were you sad?”

“Not as bad as Harper, but yes—I had a rough stretch. I still miss being able to fly, but not as much as I used to.” She reached across the table and touched his cheek. “I have more important things in my life now. Wishes are dangerous things, Hudson. Once you have what you’ve always dreamed of, it can become an obsession that you’ll do anything to protect. Anything. And if you do lose it, how can life ever be the same again?”

Hudson imagined what it must have been like for his poor mother, her best friends gone, looking up with longing at skies that were suddenly closed to her.

“Why didn’t you leave Haywood too?” he asked.

“My parents loved it here. They knew something was wrong with me, but they saw no reason to move.”

“Then when you were older. This place has so many bad memories for you. A fresh start might—”

“That’s exactly why I stayed,” she replied with a defiant stare. “I deserve every bad memory. Every nightmare. I’m the one who found the cave. And if I had helped Charlotte when she asked for it, things might have been different.”

“So you stayed here to punish yourself?”

“In part. But it was also my repentance. If I stayed here, I could keep an eye on the cave and make sure the wish monster never hurt anyone again. I owed Charlotte that much, at least. And things were fine for a long time. I thought the wish monster might even be dead. But then that storm hit, and the cave opened again—”

“And Violet found it,” Hudson added.

A pained look came over his mother’s face. No doubt the thought of the wish monster being back in business again after such a long hiatus had reopened old wounds. She started to speak, but Hudson thought she had blamed herself enough for one night.

“It wasn’t your fault,” he said.

His mother gasped and brushed away a lock of his hair. “How are you so good?” she asked, lip trembling.

“You might have had something to do with that.”

Hudson had hoped to make her smile, but his words struck a different chord, and his mother—tears falling freely now—stared out the kitchen window. Morning was still hours away.

“So what’s the plan?” Hudson asked, handing her a napkin. “How do we fix this?”

“We don’t do anything,” she said, dabbing her eyes. “I will go and talk to Mr. Kazem tomorrow and explain the situation, make sure he doesn’t bring anyone else to the cave. We need to make sure this doesn’t get any worse than it already is. I don’t know Mr. Kazem very well, but from what you’ve told me, he’s a good man. He’ll understand.”

“But what about rescuing Quinn and all those other—”

“One thing at a time.” His mom gathered up the empty mugs and turned her back to him as she brought them to the sink. “You should get some sleep.”

Hudson didn’t like the dismissiveness in his mother’s tone. It was almost like this second part of the plan—the most important part, in Hudson’s mind—was something to be brushed off for now and then, when sufficient time had passed, forgotten.

He wouldn’t let that happen.

“Two things,” he said, rising from the table. “Don’t forget Mr. Bishop. He knows about the wish monster too.”

“Noted.”

“And I’m coming with you.”

“Absolutely not. Your involvement ends here.”

“Mr. Kazem doesn’t know you. If you waltz in there, he might think you’re out to—I don’t know. Steal all the wishes.”

“That’s not how it works.”

“He doesn’t know that! You’re a stranger. Why would he trust you? He knows me. He’ll listen.”

Hudson wasn’t convinced that was true. He remembered how upset Mr. Kazem had gotten when he found out Hudson remembered his old store. In that moment, at least, the store owner had viewed him more as a threat than a friend.

But that didn’t matter. Hudson needed to be a part of this.

“This is dangerous, Hudson.”

“It’s just talking.”

“You’re not coming. And that’s final.” His mother turned the faucet to full blast and started scrubbing the mugs. In her mind, the discussion was over.

“Fine!” Hudson exclaimed. “I guess I’ll just go to the cave while you’re gone and conduct my own investigation.”

“Don’t you dare!”

“How are you going to stop me? You’ll be with Mr. Kazem. You can’t be two places at once, Mom. I need to do something, and if you won’t let me—”

“Fine!” she exclaimed, slamming the sponge down. She turned off the water and placed her hands on his shoulders. “But in return, you have to make me a promise. You are not, under any circumstances, to enter that cave again. Scratch that. I don’t even want you in those woods. You promise me that, and you can be there when I talk to Mr. Kazem.”

“And Mr. Bishop.”

“And Mr. Bishop. No cave, no woods. Promise?”

He hugged his mother so she wouldn’t be able to read the lie in his eyes.

“I promise,” he said.





[image: image]

5

Revelation
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Although it had only been open for a few minutes, Kazem’s Market was already packed. Some shoppers were loading up for the week, their carts overflowing with precariously balanced items, while others were simply gathering the ingredients for Sunday dinner. The longest line was at the café, where freshly made bagels—the best in New Jersey, according to a framed newspaper article strategically placed at the entrance—were being shoveled into large paper bags.

Unlike the smiling customers, Hudson found nothing about the store appealing, not even the omnipresent aroma of cinnamon buns that seemed to be piped through the air ducts. The organic fruit might as well have been rotten, the freshly baked bread green with mold, the cuts of perfectly arranged meat teeming with maggots.

This place stole my best friend, he thought.

As they searched the aisles for Mr. Kazem, Hudson considered the day-to-day mechanics of the wish. Was Kazem’s Market a thriving business because it sold fine goods at reasonable prices? Or had the wish monster implanted a subconscious commercial in every nearby brain: Shop at Kazem’s, folks! Whether you want to or not. Hudson guessed the latter. The customers’ eyes were glazed, and even his mother, who knew the real story and shouldn’t be tempted at all, occasionally stopped to look at a display before Hudson tugged her along.

He couldn’t wait to leave.

A helpful cashier directed them to Mr. Kazem’s office. Hudson figured the wealthy owner would have a receptionist or maybe a whole floor to himself, but his office was just a regular room at the end of a dark hallway. Mr. Kazem was sitting behind his desk and talking on the phone while scrolling through numbers on a computer screen. His smile slipped when he saw them, and he quickly ended the call.

“Hello, Hudson,” he said, smiling again as though everything was fine. “And you must be Hudson’s mom? I’ve seen you in here before.”

“Miranda,” Ms. Causeway said, shaking his hand.

“Amir. So nice to meet you. Your son is a good boy.”

“We need to talk, Amir.”

“I would love that. Only you’ve caught me at a bad time. We were supposed to receive a large shipment of shrimp this morning, only there was some kind of mix-up at the dock, and no one seems to know where the shrimp—”

“It’s about the wish monster,” said Ms. Causeway.

Without waiting for an invitation, she slipped past Mr. Kazem and took a seat at the large table in the center of the room. The only other furniture was a simple desk with a computer and stacks of paperwork. A window looked out over a housing development whose owners didn’t realize how close they had come to being erased from existence.

Given the store’s fantastic origin, it was a surprisingly pedestrian office. Still, something about it was off, though Hudson couldn’t put his finger on it.

“I have to admit, I’m curious,” said Mr. Kazem, shaking his head with a big smile. He was wearing a navy-blue suit today with a pink tie. “What is a ‘wish monster’? I’ve never heard of such a—”

“Can we skip the part where you pretend not to believe us?” said Ms. Causeway. “Hudson told me everything. And before you try the whole ‘Are you really going to listen to a child?’ bit, I know for a fact that he’s telling the truth. I had my own run-in with the wish monster when I was a kid.”

Mr. Kazem took one look at Ms. Causeway’s steely blue eyes and decided it was useless to pretend. He leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. “What did you wish for?” he asked.

“Nothing worth keeping. In fact, I’m pretty sure all of its wishes are just curses in disguise.”

“Nonsense. The wish monster is a miracle worker. It created this store out of nothing. It gave Sam Bishop the gift of youth.”

“The wishes seem good at first, sure. But they come at a price.”

Mr. Kazem scoffed. “The only thing the wish monster asks for is more wishers. And even that shows its charitable nature. All it wants to do is help people! How could you possibly question—”

Hudson couldn’t take it anymore. “There used to be houses here!” he exclaimed. “When your precious store appeared out of nowhere, they were all wiped off the map, along with the people who lived in them.”

Mr. Kazem shrugged, as though the missing people were no more important than his missing shrimp. “Oh, that,” he said. “You have nothing to worry about. Yes, all those houses needed to be removed to make room for my store, but those families were relocated to even better homes. My wish helped them!”

Ms. Causeway and Hudson shared a mystified look. During the car ride here, they had tossed around some possible ways Mr. Kazem might react to the news. This hadn’t been one of them.

“How do you know?” Hudson asked, wondering if he could have been wrong all along. Could Quinn be living somewhere new? Somewhere better? “Did you find them?”

“I just know.”

“Know what?”

“Know they’re fine.”

“How?”

“Because the wish monster would never hurt anyone! Everyone who used to live here now lives somewhere even better than before. It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”

Hudson studied Mr. Kazem’s face, wondering if this was a fiction he had concocted to make himself feel better, but all he saw was blind faith in the wish monster’s inherent goodness.

“So you don’t really know what happened to them,” Ms. Causeway said. “You just assume the wish monster did the right thing.”

“Why wouldn’t it? Its whole purpose is to help people. In fact, Sam is bringing a new wisher to the cave as we speak.”

“No!” Hudson exclaimed. “You can’t let that happen! It’s too dangerous!”

“Relax. Sam and I have it under control. We’re positive the wish monster would never grant a wish that would hurt someone. That’s not in its nature. But we decided to be extra cautious, just in case, so we picked Ms. Beagle, the crossing guard. Do you know her? She’s the sweetest woman in the world. She wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

“Not on purpose,” agreed Hudson. “But that doesn’t matter when it comes to wishes. It’s the domino effect. Just like your wish, Mr. Kazem. You didn’t mean to hurt anyone, but you still managed to erase half a neighborhood.”

“They’re fine,” insisted Mr. Kazem, growing angry now.

“Don’t let Ms. Beagle go inside that cave,” Ms. Causeway said.

“Why not? You’re acting like we’re dealing with some kind of—”

“Monster,” said Hudson.

“—evil villain. Here’s what I know. It gave Violet her dog back. It made me a rich, successful businessman. It made Sam young again.” Mr. Kazem clapped his hands to his cheeks. “Oh, the horror!”

Hudson’s mom tried to convince Mr. Kazem that the wish monster was tricking him, but the store owner refused to listen. The argument grew heated. Just as Mr. Kazem was on the verge of tossing them out, Hudson realized what had been bothering him about the office. It had a desk and a computer and a phone, but no other decorations besides a forgotten cactus on a window ledge. No paintings. No posters.

No photos.

“Where’s your family?” Hudson asked.

The adults stopped arguing and turned to him in surprise.

“My family?” asked Mr. Kazem.

“Your wife. Your daughter. Where are all the photos?”

“I’ve never been married, Hudson. You know that. This store is my true love.”

For a moment, Hudson didn’t understand. What could have happened?

Then he let out a pained gasp as it hit him.

“You lived in an apartment above the store,” he said. “It didn’t occur to me until now.”

Mr. Kazem scoffed. “I don’t live in an apartment, Hudson. I live in a very large house with a four-car garage and a—”

“Not now. Before. When you had your old store. The wish monster erased your family just like it erased Quinn and all those other people.”

Mr. Kazem laughed. “You’re crazy.”

“Are you sure, Hudson?” asked Ms. Causeway. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Thank you,” said Mr. Kazem.

“I’m not making it up,” Hudson insisted. He was tired of people doubting him.

“I’m not saying you are,” replied Ms. Causeway, patting his arm. “I’m just confused. The wisher always remembers their life before the wish. I remembered. Violet remembered. And Mr. Kazem—you remember your old store, right?”

“Perfectly.”

“So he ought to remember his family too.”

Hudson saw his mother’s point, and it threw him off for a second. How could Mr. Kazem remember his store but not his family?

The answer came to him almost immediately.

“The wish monster wants to grant wishes, right?” Hudson asked. “We can all agree on that.” He waited for the two adults to nod before continuing. “Okay. So Violet took forever to bring Mr. Kazem to the cave, so the wish monster knows it can’t rely on her. It needs a new helper.” He pointed at Mr. Kazem. “But guess what? If Mr. Kazem remembered that the wish monster stole his entire family, there’s no way he would help. In fact, he would tell every person he could to stay as far away from that cave as possible. That’s why the wish monster made him forget.”

Mr. Kazem laughed, but it felt a little forced. He didn’t seem as confident as before.

“I see what’s happening here,” he said. “You’re trying to scare me into helping you. Well, it’s not going to work. I don’t have a family!”

“Not anymore,” said Hudson. “I’m so sorry.”

Mr. Kazem stormed past them and flung the door open.

“Get out of my store. Right now!”

“Your wife was a nurse,” Hudson said. “She worked the overnight shift, so a lot of times she had trouble sleeping on her day off and would end up baking cookies in the middle of the night. Your daughter, Hisana, was the center of your world. You used to talk about her all the time. She got accepted to Harvard and you were worried about paying for it. That’s probably the biggest reason you made this wish to begin with. It wasn’t about your dream coming true. It was about hers.”

Mr. Kazem stared at him. Open-mouthed, speechless. Hudson wondered what he would do next. Yell some more? Stomp his feet? Call security and have them removed from the store?

Instead, he collapsed into the nearest chair.

“You’re lying,” he said, so softly that Hudson could barely hear him. “The wish monster would never—”

“You know me, Mr. Kazem. I’ve been coming to your store for years.” From the corner of his eye, Hudson saw his mother grimace, though he didn’t know why. “Have I ever lied to you before? Or said something mean? You had a family, and the wish monster took it away. I know it’s hard, but you have to believe me!”

At last, Mr. Kazem’s eyes filled with grim acceptance.

“If I ever had a daughter, I always planned to name her Hisana,” he whispered. “That was my grandmother’s name. She practically raised me.” He looked at Hudson with a mixture of wonder and fear, as though he was a psychic who had just read his mind. “There’s no way you could have known that.”

“I didn’t,” said Hudson. “I’m really sorry, Mr. Kazem. But if we work together, maybe we can get them back.”

Mr. Kazem pulled out his phone.

“I’m not saying you’re right,” he said, “but a little caution never hurt anyone. I’ll call Sam and tell him we should hold off on bringing anyone new to the wish monster for now. After we’ve had a chance to sit down and talk things—”

Crash!

Windows rattled, and the sad little cactus fell over. Hudson’s mom and Mr. Kazem clenched their heads in pain.

We’re too late, Hudson thought. The wish monster just granted Ms. Beagle’s wish.

He couldn’t escape the feeling that the kindly crossing guard, through no ill intent of her own, had just doomed them all.





Thirty-Eight
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After returning home, Violet couldn’t sleep. How could she have been so wrong about the wish monster? It wasn’t a benevolent creature whose sole desire was to help humans. If that had been the case, it wouldn’t have attacked Hudson. No, there was clearly some kind of ulterior motive at play. Either the wish monster gained something by granting these wishes (though Violet couldn’t imagine what) or it simply took pleasure from erasing the world one wish at a time. In either case, Violet felt a suffocating sense of guilt for empowering the wish monster to carry out its plan. She was the one who had encouraged Mr. Kazem to make his wish, so all those disappearances were her fault. And now that Mr. Kazem had told Mr. Bishop, it was only a matter of time before even more people knew about the cave. Whatever happened then would be her fault as well.

Every future wish, every disastrous consequence, lay squarely at her feet.

As if that wasn’t bad enough, Hudson hated her, and she didn’t know how to fix it. Every explanation for her betrayal, however justified, seemed inadequate. Hudson was never going to forgive her. There was no use even trying.

With that thought, exhaustion finally took her.

By the time Violet woke up, it was midafternoon.

She walked Midnight around the neighborhood. It had rained earlier, leaving thin patches of ice everywhere. The streets were empty. The residents of Haywood were enjoying a lazy Sunday afternoon, blissfully unaware how dangerous their little town had become, that their lives could now be changed forever—or indeed undone entirely—by a stranger’s wish.

Violet wondered if the world had changed since yesterday. If it had, she wouldn’t be able to tell. Only Hudson could see the truth.

That’s why he’s so dangerous to the wish monster, Violet thought. He can convince others they need to stop it. No one else can see the damage it’s doing.

Unsure where to go, Violet allowed Midnight to take the lead and pull her in whatever direction he deemed fit. Usually, this meant the small park near the elementary school, but today, perhaps understanding the situation far more than any dog should, he led her directly to Hudson’s house.

“You’re right,” she said. “I should talk to him.”

Violet made it onto the front porch but froze with her finger mere inches from the doorbell. Her plan was to tell Hudson that despite her questionable actions, her heart had always been in the right place. But was that actually true? Or had she been more selfish than she cared to admit? Take Midnight, for example. He had lived a long life and seemed totally at peace during his final days. When Violet had made her wish, she hadn’t considered, for a moment, whether or not Midnight wanted to return; she had only been thinking about how badly she needed her best friend again. And when she had trapped Hudson in the cave, had it truly been for his benefit? Or was she just worried that he might actually succeed in hurting the wish monster, thus killing Midnight all over again?

Violet realized that every action she had made, from the point she entered the cave onward, had been extraordinarily selfish.

So how do I fix it? she wondered.

Apologizing to Hudson seemed like a good first step—and yet Violet couldn’t bring herself to ring the doorbell. What if he hates me now? she thought. What if he never wants to talk to me again?

Finally, just as Violet was about to give up and return home, the front door swung open and Ms. Causeway glared out at her. She looked terrible. Her eyes were sunken and red, and her gray hair, normally tied back in a tightly wound braid, was a tangled mess.

“Good morning, Ms. Causeway,” Violet said. She wondered what Hudson had told his mom. Did she blame Violet for endangering her son’s life? Was Violet about to get an earful? “Can I talk to Hudson, please?”

“He’s still sleeping,” Ms. Causeway said. “Last night took a lot out of him. That might be for the best, though. I’d like to talk to you alone. Just us girls.”

On the porch were two white wicker chairs with a circular, glass-topped table between them bearing a checkerboard and a ziplock bag holding all the pieces. The bag had been weighted down with a stone so it wouldn’t blow away in the wind. Ms. Causeway sat on one chair, Violet the other. They had never really spoken before, and an awkward silence settled between them.

“You cold?” Ms. Causeway asked. “There’s a blanket in that chest over there if you need it.”

“I’m okay.”

“Hudson always gets cold. That’s why I ask.”

Midnight took a seat by Violet’s side and placed his head on her foot. He sometimes did that when they were in a new place together. The physical contact comforted him.

“Is this the dog the wish monster brought back to life?” Ms. Causeway asked.

Violet nodded.

“What’s his name?” Ms. Causeway asked.

“Midnight.”

“He seems like a fine dog. Still. You could have wished for anything. You could have been rich. Or famous. You could have had superpowers or a time machine.”

“I don’t want any of those things. All I want is Midnight.”

“You must really love him.”

“More than anything.”

Ms. Causeway nodded with satisfaction, as though this had been the answer she was looking for.

“We spoke to Mr. Kazem,” she said. “He agrees that the wish monster cannot be allowed to grant any more wishes. He’s going to make a few calls and see that the town seals up the cave for good. Kazem’s Market is the biggest business in Haywood, so he has a powerful voice. He can make it happen.”

“Good,” said Violet.

“It is. Except for two things. Do you know Ms. Beagle, the crossing guard? Mr. Bishop brought her to the cave and she made a wish. We weren’t fast enough to stop her.”

“What did she wish for?”

“We don’t know. And Ms. Beagle refuses to tell us. She says it’s a surprise.”

“I don’t like the sound of that.”

“Me either. But maybe we’ll get lucky. Some wishes are fine. I don’t think bringing Midnight back to life changed anything. And Hudson hasn’t noticed anything different since Mr. Bishop became a boy again. The wish monster can’t choose your wish, so if it ends up being harmless, there’s nothing it can do. That’s why it wants as many people to come to its cave as possible—so it has a chance to grant a wish that can really do some damage.”

“Like Mr. Kazem’s.”

“Or maybe I’m giving it too much credit. Maybe it’s just a mindless beast that grants wishes without thinking about the consequences at all. In a way, isn’t that the very definition of evil? Doing harm unto others through mindless negligence?”

“The wish monster is doing all this for a reason,” said Violet. “I’m sure of it. When it demanded more wishers, it wasn’t a want. It was a need.”

“I agree with you. Which brings me to my next point. Mr. Kazem and I decided that all we can do at this point is seal the cave. Undoing the other wishes is far too risky. It would require us leaving the cave open so we could get inside, and who knows how many new wishes might be granted while we tried to figure out a game plan.”

“Hudson thought killing the wish monster might do the trick.”

“Too dangerous. I’m not even sure it can be killed.”

“How do you know?”

“I had my own experience with the wish monster when I was your age.”

So that’s how she knew about the cave, Violet thought. A thousand questions leaped into her mind, but Ms. Causeway held up a hand, stopping her.

“I’m not getting into the details. All you need to know is my friend went into that cave and managed to undo our wishes—but she never came back out. If we follow in her footsteps, the same thing will happen to us. The smart move is to cut our losses and not take any more unnecessary risks.”

Violet understood the cold logic behind Ms. Causeway’s decision, and even agreed with it, to a certain extent. But one very important factor remained unaddressed.

“Are we just going to pretend all those people who vanished never existed?” Violet asked.

“That’s exactly what Hudson said. In fact, he kind of freaked out. ‘I need to save Quinn! He’s my best friend!’” Ms. Causeway clenched her hands together. “I’m afraid he’s going to do something stupid like sneak into the cave before we have a chance to seal it up. My guess is he’ll go to you for help. If he does, you need to convince him to stay out of that cave at all costs. He won’t listen to me. But he might listen to you.”

“Not after last night.”

“Hudson told me what happened. You lied to him. Sure. But you also saved his life. In the end, that’s what he’ll remember. When he comes to you—and he will—you have to convince him to stay away from that cave.”

“So we’re not going to do anything to help those people?”

Until this point, Ms. Causeway’s tone had been as pragmatic as possible, but Violet’s question cracked something in her cool veneer. “If I could reverse Mr. Kazem’s wish, I would,” she said in a soft voice, “but the risk is too great. The only thing we can do is block up the cave again so no one else ever—”

“No!” Violet exclaimed. “What’s wrong with you? We have to at least try. If Hudson asks for my help, I’m going to give it to him, whether you like it or not.”

Ms. Causeway leaned forward in her seat, eyes blazing. “It’s too dangerous! He doesn’t know! He doesn’t understand!”

“Understand what?”

Ms. Causeway’s entire body began to shudder, slowly at first, then faster, like a train building momentum before scaling a hill. Finally, she started to sob. Violet watched in astonishment. She felt bad for Ms. Causeway, but more than that, she felt fear. These weren’t the kind of everyday tears you spill for a scraped knee or unkind word, but the uncontrollable waterworks of a grieving mourner gazing into an open casket.

“What doesn’t Hudson understand?” asked Violet softly.

Ms. Causeway took a moment to collect herself. Wiped her nose. Rubbed her eyes. Blinked several times in quick succession. And then, after one shuddering intake of breath, she told her story quickly and without pause.

“I found the wish monster when I was your age and wished I could fly. For a while, I could. But my friend Charlotte realized how dangerous all this wishing business was, and she went into the cave one night to fix things. I lost my wish. So did Charlotte and our friend Harper. The cave collapsed. Charlotte didn’t make it out. A long time passed. I stayed here, got old. Old and lonely. I think there was part of me that never got over what I lost, so I had trouble connecting with people. My mind was still in the clouds, I guess. I never got married, and by the time I realized how badly I wanted a child of my own, it was too late. I tried to adopt, but it didn’t work out. Do you know what it’s like to be lonely, Violet? So lonely that sometimes you go shopping just to be around people? So lonely that your house becomes a prison, and all you can think about are all the years you have left in your life, all those empty hours to fill?”

Violet, thinking of all the hours she had spent alone in her room, wishing someone—anyone—might knock on her door, simply nodded.

“Then that big storm came and changed everything,” Ms. Causeway said. “The next morning, I went into the woods to check the cave. That was why I had stayed in Haywood. To make sure the wish monster never hurt anyone again. I saw the hole in the rubble, and my first thought was the right one. Fill this with rocks so no one goes inside. Only I didn’t do that. I climbed into the cave and the wish monster came to me, just like it had all those years ago. I didn’t wish to fly again. That wasn’t my heart’s desire anymore. I made a new wish instead. A child that I could love with all my heart. But I didn’t want a baby. I wanted someone older. Someone I could talk to.”

The world spun, as though the porch were the pedestal of a madly spinning carousel and Violet, in her wicker chair, its helpless passenger.

“Hudson,” she said.

Ms. Causeway nodded. “After I made my wish, a silver bell appeared in the little bucket above the well. I waited until I got home before I finally rang it, and Hudson immediately burst through the front door—‘What’s for dinner, Mom?’—like he had done the same thing a thousand times before. He has no idea he’s not even three months old, of course. Why would he? Everyone thinks Hudson has lived in Haywood his entire life. Thanks to the wish monster, they remember him.”

The implications of Ms. Causeway’s words swept through Violet’s mind like a windstorm, shuffling everything. I’ve only known Hudson for months, she thought, not years. That’s why all her older memories of him were so vague: Hudson Causeway was just this quiet kid at school who blended into the background, walking with his head down in the hallway and never raising his hand in class. No one paid attention to him or acknowledged his presence because he was a stranger. The wish monster had gifted Hudson one friend, just for the sake of realism, and created boilerplate memories for everybody else.

“Those first few days were the best of my life,” Ms. Causeway continued, and the beatific smile that lit her face was the polar opposite of her earlier tears. “It was a little tricky, getting to know him. Since I’m the one who made the wish, I actually don’t have any memories of Hudson. But Hudson had memories, so I let him take the lead and played along. Gradually, I assembled his character. His favorite thing to eat is spicy tuna rolls. He thinks he wants to be a fireman when he grows up, but he’s not entirely sold on the idea. His father died when he was a baby and he has no memory of him. I figure the wish monster had to do that. If there was a man who thought he was Hudson’s father out there in the world, it would have made things complicated. I even hung a picture on the wall so at least Hudson would know what his father looked like, but it’s not his father. It’s just a random old photo I found in a thrift shop.”

It was this last detail, more than anything, that broke Violet’s heart. She imagined Hudson staring at the photo, wondering what his father might have been like, wishing he could have met him.

His whole life is a lie, she thought.

“I slipped here and there,” said Ms. Causeway, “but for the most part I was able to pretend like I already knew everything Hudson was teaching me about himself. I did make one mistake, though. A huge one—one I’ll never forgive myself for. I should have blocked the entrance to the cave again so no one else could go inside. But as soon as I saw Hudson’s sweet face, I just flat out forgot. All I could think about was being with him. When you get right down to it, everything that happened after that is my fault.”

Violet didn’t think that was true. She thought Ms. Causeway was simply a lonely woman who wanted a child to love. Who could possibly blame her for that?

No. This was the wish monster’s fault. All of it.

“That’s why Hudson is able to remember things that no one else can,” Violet said. “His mind works differently because he’s not a real”—the word boy was on the tip of her tongue before she realized how horrible that sounded—“because he’s a wish.”

Ms. Causeway nodded. “I think the wish monster can’t change his memories because so many of his memories aren’t real to begin with.”

“But then why did it attack him? As soon as the wish monster went into Hudson’s mind, it should have realized exactly who he is. It made him!”

“Like I said, I don’t believe the wish monster is much of a thinker. The moment it realized that Hudson’s mind couldn’t be bent to its will, it wanted to destroy him. It’s as simple as that.” She held Violet’s eyes. “Hudson must never know the truth. The knowledge that he’s so . . . unusual . . . would be too much for him to take.”

Violet agreed. How could anyone possibly recover from finding out they weren’t even real?

“I’ll never tell him,” said Violet. “I swear.”

Ms. Causeway nodded and rose from her seat. “I’m counting on you to keep Hudson away from that cave,” she said. “No good can come from it. More than likely, the wish monster will kill him this time. But even if it doesn’t, and Hudson somehow figures out a way to reverse the wishes . . . he’ll only be erasing himself. There’s no winning, either way. All we can do is make sure the wish monster can’t hurt anyone else. You understand?”

Violet wasn’t sure she did. She wasn’t sure of anything. But she nodded anyway.

Ms. Causeway went back inside the house, holding the screen door behind her so it didn’t slam shut. A few moments later, Violet started home. More people were out and about, either walking dogs or salting their driveways. Many waved. Violet didn’t notice. Her mind was absorbed by several questions stampeding through her head.

I have to figure out a way to reverse Mr. Kazem’s wish and help all those people who disappeared. But what if the only way to do that is to kill the wish monster and reverse ALL the wishes?

In other words, what if helping those people means losing Hudson and Midnight?

What if I have to choose?

If Hudson came to Violet and asked for her help—a possibility that had just an hour ago seemed improbable but now felt as inevitable as the sunset—she had no idea what she was going to do.





Thirty-Nine
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After telling his mom that he was tired and needed to take a nap, Hudson found a pair of ratty sneakers buried in his closet and an old jacket that was two sizes too small but would have to do. When the time came to sneak out of the house, Hudson would need to move fast. He was pretty sure he could navigate the stairs without making a sound, but the door to the coat closet was infamously squeaky and would definitely alert his mom, so his regular coat wasn’t an option.

For now, he sat on his bed, sneakers already laced, and waited for his chance.

His mom hadn’t gotten any more sleep than he had, so Hudson was hoping she’d follow his lead and take a nap of her own. After giving her a few minutes to fall asleep, he could sneak downstairs and out the door. An impromptu shower would work as well. In some ways, that might even be better, as the sounds of Hudson’s escape would be drowned out by running water.

Unfortunately, his mom seemed to have no interest in taking either a nap or a shower. Judging from the roar of the vacuum cleaner and various spritzing sounds, she was instead cleaning the house from top to bottom, as was her habit whenever she was feeling stressed. After an hour had passed, Hudson began to wonder if he should just wait until dark. He was determined to return to the cave as soon as possible—before the mouth was blocked again and his chance of saving Quinn vanished forever—but he doubted that Mr. Kazem, despite his new influence, would be able to assemble the necessary permits, workers, and equipment in a matter of hours. Hudson had at least a day, probably more, although he didn’t want to wait any longer than that; he was worried that this new reality, if given enough time to set, would become as unchangeable as concrete. Besides, while Hudson preferred the idea of entering the cave when the sun was still high in the sky, it really didn’t matter.

Where he was going, it was always dark.

Hudson’s thoughts, as he waited, weren’t all of the wish monster. He thought about Violet Park as well. She had lied to him. She had betrayed him. She had almost killed him. But Hudson had decided it wasn’t her fault. The wish monster had used Violet’s love for Midnight to manipulate her. She was a victim, not a villain. As soon as he saw her, he was going to make it clear that he forgave her, fully and unconditionally.

Besides, he needed her help. There was no way he could do this on his own.

At last, Hudson’s opportunity presented itself. It was even better than he had imagined. Instead of taking a nap or a shower, his mother actually stepped outside to talk to someone. Hudson could hear their muffled voices on the front porch, but he didn’t want to waste precious moments—and risk being spotted—by peeking out the window; it was probably just Mrs. Finley, a lonely old woman who had recently lost her husband and sometimes stopped by to chat. Hudson sped down the stairs and out the back door.

As he snuck around the side of the house, he recognized Violet’s voice.

Hudson pressed his back against the aluminum siding and listened intently. The conversation was already in progress, but he was able to pick up the thread pretty easily. His mom suspected that Hudson was going to try to undo the wishes on his own, and she wanted to keep Violet from helping him. Fortunately, Violet refused, pledging her loyalty to Hudson—which made him smile. Now he knew he could trust her for sure.

After this, however, the conversation took a strange turn. His mother started talking about how lonely her life had been, which actually hurt Hudson’s feelings. How could she be lonely? He talked to her way more than other boys talked to their moms, and she was involved in every aspect of Hudson’s life, whether he liked it or not.

And then Hudson heard these words—“I made a new wish instead: a child that I could love with all my heart.”—and everything fell into place. “Hudson Causeway” was no different than Kazem’s Market. A complete and total fake.

His entire “life”—if you could even call it that—had been nothing but a lie.

Hudson’s legs buckled, and he slid down the side of the house. He listened to the rest of the conversation while sitting on the ground. Strangely enough, his mind accepted this revelation with ease, making him wonder whether, on some subconscious level, he had already known. After all, this solved so many mysteries that Hudson was surprised he hadn’t considered it before. Why didn’t the wish monster’s memory warping powers affect him? Because they only worked on real people. Why did he always feel like an outsider at school? Because he was an outsider.

His limbs were anchors, his eyelids anvils. It was all he could do to keep his eyes open.

Hudson went back inside the house and trudged up to his bedroom. Without removing his clothes, he climbed into bed and closed his eyes. At one point, his mother came in and kissed him on the forehead, only it wasn’t his mother, was it? How could he have a mother when he was just a fake boy, an imposter, a mannequin that breathed?

A wish, he thought. I’m nothing but a wish.

Hudson felt himself descending into a bottomless pit far darker than any cave.
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Violet spent the rest of the day trying to make sense of everything she had learned. What, exactly, was Hudson Causeway? He hadn’t been born. He hadn’t grown up. His personality and memories had been manufactured by a monster in a cave.

Was he even human?

That night, Violet’s desperation for answers grew to the point where she did the unthinkable.

She asked Emma for advice.

“Hey,” Violet said, poking her head into her sister’s bedroom. “You busy?”

Emma gave a deep sigh, letting Violet know exactly what she thought of this intrusion, and reluctantly removed her earbuds. She had already undergone her nighttime “beautification regimen,” a process that involved multiple moisturizers, a strong hairbrush, and all the hot water in the house. Without makeup, you could see the minor blemishes in her skin. Violet thought these imperfections made her look even more beautiful, though her sister failed to see it that way.

“I have to study,” Emma said, indicating the pile of index cards on her desk. She was wearing her post-shower studying ensemble: Princeton tank, flannel pajamas, fuzzy socks.

“I really need your help.”

“I have a physics test tomorrow.”

“It won’t take long.”

“Physics is hard.”

“Please?”

Violet thought for sure that Emma was going to make some kind of snide comment and kick her out. Instead, she gave a huff of displeasure and nodded toward the ottoman tucked away in the corner of her room. Violet took a seat. Emma’s room was as spotless as a furniture showroom: perfectly made bed, alphabetized books, vanilla-scented air.

“Is it about that boy?” Emma asked, playfully twirling the pen in her hand.

“Yes. But not the way you’re thinking.”

“He’s cute. Well, cute adjacent, at least.”

“Whatever.”

“Like you haven’t noticed.”

“That doesn’t matter.” Violet took a moment, trying to figure out the best way to phrase this next part. “I found out some things about him, and now I wonder if I should stay friends with him.”

Emma put her pen down, really listening now. A protective look had come into her eyes. “What things?”

“It’s complicated.”

“Is he some kind of troublemaker?”

“Nothing like that! It’s his past. He’s not exactly who I thought he would be.”

“Oh,” said Emma, leaning back in her chair. “Who did you think he was?”

Violet shrugged. “You know. Hudson.”

“Define ‘Hudson.’”

“Sweet. Funny. Loyal.”

“And now he’s not?”

“No. He’s still Hudson. It’s just different now.”

“Why?”

“Because now I know this big secret.”

“About his past?”

Violet nodded.

“But that secret was always there, wasn’t it?” Emma asked. “The only thing that’s different is you know it now. So Hudson hasn’t changed. You have.”

“It’s a lot more complicated than that.”

“Allow me to uncomplicate it for you. If Hudson acts like your friend, and treats you like a friend, then guess what? He’s your friend. And if you’re his friend, you can’t let this ‘secret’ get in the way.”

Violet supposed her sister was right. Maybe it wasn’t so complicated after all. Hudson’s unusual birth—if it could be called that—didn’t change who he was.

“That was good advice,” Violet admitted.

“Obviously. It’s amazing you don’t utilize my wisdom more. I’m an incredible resource.”

“No need to be humble.”

“You’re right. I’m an extraordinary resource. The best advice-giver on the planet. Better?”

Violet laughed. She had forgotten that her sister could be funny sometimes.

“But seriously,” Emma said. “It wouldn’t totally suck if you talked to me more. I’m not suggesting we braid each other’s hair and go get manicures. I don’t think we’ll ever be besties like some sisters are. But maybe we can do a little better than the way things are now.”

“But you never want to talk to me!”

“And you never want to talk to me! It goes both ways!” Emma took a deep breath, not wanting to fall into their old routine. “I’m just saying, you don’t have to be mad at me all the time.”

“That’s kind of hard when Mom and Dad treat us so differently.”

“That’s not my fault. I’ve told them they shouldn’t, that it’s not fair to you. But if you haven’t noticed, Violet, our parents are flawed people, and that will never change. The sooner we accept that and do our own thing, the better.” She smacked a pile of index cards with the back of her hand, spilling them across her desk. “It’s not as great as it seems, by the way, the whole perfect-daughter thing. You mess up, no one notices. I get less than a ninety-five on one freaking test and it’s the end of the world. ‘How will you ever be valedictorian now? What about your future, Emma? Your precious future!’ We’ve been molded into these roles where you’re jealous of me for being the favorite and I’m jealous of you for not being under a microscope all the time. But it doesn’t have to be that way. Not if we don’t want it to be.”

“You’re jealous of me?” Violet asked, dumbstruck.

“Not jealous in an I-think-you’re-better-than-me kinda way. Let’s not get ridiculous. But sure, sometimes I wish I was a little more like you. You’re like this chill drummer girl, and I don’t know, there are all these kids at school, a lot of them my supposed friends, that act like they’re cool . . . but that’s all it is, an act. You’re the real thing.”

Violet felt her cheeks grow warm. Until that point, she had never known how much her sister’s opinion meant to her.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Your vibe’s been different lately, though. Honestly, you’ve seemed even more stressed out than me. Hence my you-should-talk-to-me-more spiel. What’s going on, Vi? I thought you just had a crush on this boy, but now I’m not so—”

Emma’s head jerked like a dog that had heard its name. She leaped across the room to the bedroom window and stared down at the street below.

“What is it?” Violet asked. “Did you hear something?”

Emma didn’t respond. She continued to look outside, her splayed fingers pressed against the windowpane. With an uneasy feeling, Violet rose from the ottoman and placed her hand on Emma’s back.

“Is everything okay?” Violet asked.

Emma didn’t smile often, but when she did it was the stuff of legend, capable of breaking hearts from across a crowded room. The one she unleashed now was even better than that. Violet had never seen such perfect bliss on her sister’s face.

It was terrifying.

“I have to go,” said Emma.

Emma glided out of the room, and Violet followed her downstairs.

“What’s happening?” she asked. “Where are you going?”

“To get my wish,” said Emma, pulling on her sneakers. “Come on! If we don’t get there soon, we’re going to be last in line.” Emma raised her eyebrows as though Violet was the one acting strange. “You don’t hear it? Saying your name? Inviting you to the cave?”

Violet felt her entire body go cold.

“Don’t listen to it,” she said.

“Don’t be silly, sis! It’s going to grant my wish! It’s going to grant all our wishes! Come on!”

Emma ran off into the night. Violet took a few extra moments to gather her coat, her flashlight, and her dog, then set off after her.
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The streets, usually empty this time of night, were filled with young people ranging in age from teenagers to kids far too young to be wandering around on their own. To Violet, the whole weird scene felt like Halloween without the costumes or adult supervision. As far as she could tell, the kids were all heading toward the same destination.

The woods.

Unanswered questions clanked together like loose change: Why is this happening? Is the wish monster going to grant all their wishes? Where are all the grown-ups? Answers would have to wait. Right now, Violet’s first priority was finding her sister.

She caught sight of that flawless dark hair in the distance.

“Emma!” she exclaimed. “Stop!”

Violet knocked into a seventh grader she had seen around school—James? Michael?—and nearly knocked him over. “Sorry!” she shouted. James/Michael, his smile unbroken, picked himself up and continued walking. Emma was three houses ahead of her now, walking with smooth long strides, proving that all those track medals weren’t just a fluke. Already out of breath, Violet veered onto the sidewalk, where a clear path had suddenly presented itself, and sprinted as hard as she could, dropping Midnight’s leash so he could follow at will.

“Emma!” she shouted.

Violet sped up—Midnight gleefully running by her side, tongue hanging from his mouth—and started to close the gap between them . . .

Time skipped.

Violet looked around, disoriented. Just a moment ago, she had been right behind her sister. She was sure of it. Only now Emma was nowhere in sight and Violet was kneeling on the ground. How much time had passed? A few seconds? A minute? It was impossible to tell. She had experienced the same feeling while spying on Mr. Bishop and Mr. Kazem at the cave, and thanks to Hudson’s explanation, she knew exactly what had happened.

Someone’s wish was granted, Violet thought.

Midnight stared off into the distance with raised hackles and growled low in his throat. Violet had seen her dog behave in a similar fashion during thunderstorms and wondered if Midnight could hear the crashing sound of a wish being granted, just like Hudson. It made sense, she supposed. They were both wish-born.

“Come on, boy,” Violet said, giving Midnight a quick pat. “Emma couldn’t have gotten far.”

She continued her search. A few moments later, she passed a little boy carrying a stuffed rabbit and wondered how his parents could have possibly allowed him outside at this hour. Then she noticed the grown-ups in every house she passed, framed by lit windows, watching the children pass. A few were applauding, as though this nightly exodus was some kind of parade. Most, however, watched in somber silence.

The wish monster had needed their children, so the adults had been quarantined.

We’re on our own, Violet thought.

Suddenly, her progress was halted by a massive crowd. Hundreds of kids were funneling into the narrow path that led into the woods, creating an impassable bottleneck, like a stadium of concertgoers trying to exit through a single door. Violet searched for a Princeton tank top that would do little to keep her sister warm during this cold November evening, but Emma was nowhere to be found. Perhaps she was somewhere in the crowd, or maybe she had already entered the woods. It was impossible to tell.

Time skipped.

Violet found herself six feet away from where she had been standing, her hands on her forehead.

Another wish had been granted.

In the middle of the crowd, like a barker at a carnival, stood Ms. Beagle. She was wearing her orange crossing-guard vest, as though guiding children into the woods was just a natural extension of her day job.

“Come on, you lucky boys and girls!” she exclaimed. Her eyes glistened like a grandmother handing out Christmas presents. “Your wish awaits! You’ll get three options, but only one choice, so make it count!”

“Do you know what’s happening?” Violet asked.

“Of course I do, sweetie,” said Ms. Beagle as she bent down to greet Midnight. “That lovely wish monster offered me such amazing things. But there really isn’t anything I need, and I felt so greedy taking a wish for myself when so many people are less fortunate than I am. Besides, you children have been so sweet to me over the years, and I wanted to give you something in return. So I wished that every child in Haywood could have a wish of their very own.”

Violet gasped in horror. How many children lived in Haywood? Mr. Kazem’s innocent wish alone had done untold damage. What would hundreds of wishes do? Thousands?

How many times could reality bend and twist before it finally broke altogether?

Violet suspected that kindly Ms. Beagle, through no fault of her own, had given the wish monster exactly what it wanted.

“Are you okay, sweetie?” asked the crossing guard, putting a steadying hand on Violet’s elbow. She slid a watermelon lollipop into Violet’s hand. “Here you are. Something sweet to make you feel better.”

Violet staggered backward and knocked into a teenage girl, a little boy. Both smiling. In just the few minutes she had spent talking to Ms. Beagle, the crowd had gotten even larger. With so many wishes being granted, it was only a matter of time before something went terribly, irrevocably wrong. Besides, these were children. Most adult wishes, Ms. Beagle’s notwithstanding, were boring and self-serving. Wealth. Fame. Power. But kids—particularly the young ones—might wish for anything that popped into their heads.

I wish dinosaurs were real! I wish my cat was president! I wish there was no gravity!

When it came to wishing, kids were way more dangerous than adults.

Unfortunately, even if Violet had some sort of brilliant plan to stop the wish monster—which she definitely didn’t—her route to the cave was completely blocked. Violet tried to push her way to the front, but the crowd closed around her, hindering any progress at all. Midnight yelped as someone stepped on his tail, and—

Time skipped.

When Violet opened her eyes, it felt as though a needle had been jabbed straight through her skull and into her brain. Another wish, she thought, holding her head. As far as she could tell, nothing had changed: the street was mostly empty, with a dozen or so bewildered kids heading for the woods. Over the treetops, Violet could see the bright lights of Benny World, the iconic tourist attraction that covered half of Haywood, in exactly the same place it had always been. Although it wasn’t open in November, Benny—the nine-year old local genius who had designed the park—insisted they keep the lights burning all year long.

Only one thing was different. Midnight was gone.

Violet immediately forgot about her aching head and called for her dog. “Midnight!” she screamed, running down the street. “Midnight!” She passed Leah and Joy, who had somehow found each other in the night. “I lost Midnight,” Violet told them. “Can you help me look for him?”

Her former friends, no doubt hypnotized by the wish monster’s whispers, walked right past her.

Violet searched a little longer, but she knew it was pointless. Midnight was gone. Something might have scared him off, though she couldn’t imagine her loyal dog abandoning her. More than likely, the last wish, for reasons she didn’t understand, had erased—

Time skipped.

Violet found herself sitting on the ground. The tears on her cheeks had dried.

Midnight hadn’t reappeared.

I can’t worry about him right now, she thought, rising unsteadily to her feet. I have to help Emma.

Violet sprinted toward the gap in the trees. As she crossed the divide between the well-lit street and the primeval darkness of the woods, fear squeezed her heart. Did she really think she could do this alone? Why not run to Hudson’s house and get help?

Because I made a promise, she thought, remembering her conversation with Ms. Causeway. I need to keep Hudson away from that cave. It’s too dangerous.

She flicked on her flashlight and continued her journey. Like it or not, Violet was going to have to face the wish monster on her own.
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Hudson remained in bed for the rest of the day, thoughts of his manufactured existence weighing him down like ghostly hands. Every hour or so, with growing concern, his mother came upstairs to check on him. He kept his eyes closed and pretended to sleep.

She’s not your mother, he reminded himself. She’s just some random lady who wished for a child.

Hudson didn’t have a mother. How could he?

He wasn’t even real.

What would happen if he went to the hospital and they examined his inner workings? Would Hudson appear, on the surface, to be just as human as anyone else, or would there be irregularities in his biology: misplaced organs, purple blood, a gaping hole where his heart should be?

What if they scanned his brain?

Would they be able to tell how many of his memories were fake?

Hudson dove into this pool of memories now, lifting each one to the surface and inspecting it carefully. The wish monster was an efficient builder, and Hudson was sure there was a purpose behind each implant. He pictured his mother teaching him how to strike a nail properly, reading him Watership Down while he sweated out the flu, kissing a scrape on his knee.

He was meant to believe that his mother loved him and he loved her.

Lies. All lies.

His lifetime friendship with Quinn was equally false. There had been no sleepovers, no overnight trip to Hershey Park, no ill-advised stick battle where Quinn accidentally slashed Hudson’s chin (and then cried with remorse—a nice touch). Hudson wondered why the wish monster had chosen Quinn as his best friend and not another boy. It might have been at random. Or maybe Quinn had needed a friend, making it easy for the wish monster to fill the vacancy.

Hudson fell further and further into despair. Were any of his memories real?

Violet, he thought.

He had only started talking to her after he was “born,” which meant every conversation, every moment, every walk home had actually happened. Yes, Violet had only befriended him because he knew about Midnight. And sure, she had nearly gotten him killed. But she had also come through in the end, risking everything to rescue him.

Real friendships were messy.

Hudson sat up in bed. Now that he was thinking about it, wasn’t everything in the last three months real? His mom had never really taught him how to hammer a nail, but so what? Just last week she had guided him, with care and patience, as he used a rotary saw for the first time. And what about all the time he had spent with Quinn the past three months? All the hours goofing off in his basement or texting late at night?

They really had been friends.

It doesn’t matter that my old memories are fake, Hudson thought. I can just make new ones.

Not with Quinn, though. Quinn was gone.

Hudson got out of bed and paced back and forth. He wanted to help Quinn, along with all the other people who had vanished. But now that he knew the truth, the thought of going anywhere near the wish monster terrified him. It had created him, and Hudson was certain it could destroy him with sickening ease. If he stepped into that cave, he was never coming back out again.

So what? Hudson thought. I’m not even a real person. How is it fair that I should live but Quinn doesn’t?

It was a fair question. Unfortunately, the wish monster hadn’t made him noble and brave. If it had, Hudson would have already been on his way to the cave, weapon in hand. But he was just a boy—a scared, defenseless, useless boy—and he had no idea what to do.
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Dodging kids, leaping over exposed roots, avoiding low branches, Violet sprinted through the dark. She was the only one with a flashlight, the only one with any source of light at all. It was as though the other kids were being guided toward the wish monster by some internal mechanism that didn’t require eyesight.

Time skipped. And skipped. And skipped.

Violet’s head felt like it was going to split apart. The wishes were happening faster and faster. Maybe these kids were all picking the first wish they saw. Or maybe the wish monster had found its groove. Either way, Violet had to stop it. At least nothing cataclysmic had happened. The stars still shone brightly. The air was cold but breathable.

A roar shook the trees.

Violet shone her flashlight into the sky, expecting the worst, but it was only Tina and her dragon, Wildfire. Although Violet’s heart would always belong to Midnight, she had to admit the dragon was a pretty cool pet. She considered trying to enlist Tina’s help in the fight against the wish monster but decided it would be a waste of time. Although capable of setting a house ablaze with a single hiccup, Wildfire was infamously timid; Violet had once seen the dragon take flight when a stray cat hissed in its direction. Besides, it was already disappearing into the—

Someone poked her in the back.

Violet spun around and saw nothing but trees swaying in the wind. Sweat sheened the nape of her neck as a horrifying possibility occurred to her: one of the kids had wished a loved one back to life and gotten a ghost instead.

Violet was poked again. Harder this time.

She heard a familiar, high-pitched giggle, and her fear turned to annoyance.

“Ernest!” Violet exclaimed, crossing her arms.

“I scared you good!” said a voice from the darkness. “You should have seen your face!”

“Go. Away.”

Ernest Looms had been able to turn himself invisible since a freak accident during a third-grade field trip, but instead of using his powers for something heroic, he seemed satisfied with playing childish practical jokes: slamming lockers shut out of nowhere, overturning tubs of popcorn in movie theaters, moving chairs just before people sat in them.

Fortunately, Ernest didn’t seem in the mood to test her patience tonight and headed off to find a new victim.

Violet had barely taken three steps before she was slammed by another time skip. This was the worst one yet, leaving her woozy and unbalanced, as though she had just stepped off a ship. She wondered whether there was a correlation between the severity of her reaction and the size of the wish, or if her mind, due to the cumulative damage being inflicted upon it, was simply disintegrating.

I can’t take much more of this, she thought.

A few minutes later, she entered the strange section of woods where she had first heard the promise of “Wish!” months beforehand. Hundreds of kids were standing in a perfectly straight line like the world’s best-behaved class. She shone her flashlight on their smiling faces as she passed. No one reacted. Their eyes remained on the cave in front of them, their minds on their promised wishes. Every so often, Violet’s light revealed a face she recognized. Randy. Sito. A neighbor’s kid she had babysat a few times last summer. Leah and Joy, their smiles even faker than usual.

She found Emma standing near the front of the line between a little boy holding a stuffed bunny and a tall girl wearing a blue terrycloth robe.

“Emma,” Violet whispered. The woods were eerily quiet and whispering felt like the right thing to do. “You need to get out of here.”

Emma ignored her. In desperation, Violet grabbed her sister’s arm and attempted to drag her out of line. That, at last, got her attention.

The smile fell from her lips, and she shoved Violet to the ground.

“Don’t you want me to have my wish?” Emma asked. “What kind of sister are you?”

Strangely enough, the words hurt, and Violet resisted the urge to argue back: I’m an awesome sister! I’m trying to save you, stupid! Instead, she decided to move on. Emma was safe—for the time being, at least—and Violet couldn’t waste another moment.

“I’ll come back for you,” she told Emma, who had resumed her blank-smiled vigil and gave no sign she’d heard.

Violet reached the first person in line, a girl of about five or six with an impressive mass of curly blond hair. She stood a respectful distance away from the mouth of the cave, perhaps to give the wisher inside a little privacy. Either the ooze hadn’t recovered from its wounds, or the wish monster didn’t care about secrecy anymore, because the opening to the cave was unblocked. Purple light flooded the nearby area and cast the line of children in an otherworldly glow.

Violet took a step forward and felt an icy hand grip her wrist.

“No cutting,” the girl hissed. Her eyes remained on the cave. Her smile never faltered.

“I’m not cutting,” Violet said. “I’m just taking a look.”

Violet peeled the girl’s hand away and approached the cave, sneakers crunching in the dirt. Through the opening, she saw a gawky ten-year-old boy fiddling with the coin in his hands while carefully considering the three wells in front of him. Violet couldn’t see the choices displayed in the water, but judging from the boy’s body language, he had narrowed it down to the second and third wells.

“WISH!” exclaimed the wish monster with clear impatience; there were a lot of customers waiting, and it wanted to keep the line rolling. The boy, startled, made a snap decision and tossed the coin into the middle well. From that point, everything played out exactly the way as it had for Violet. Columns of daylight shot upward from the rejected wells, while the water in the second well grew darker and bubbled over the edge. Violet didn’t hear seagulls this time around, but she did catch a whiff of salty beach air.

What’s that all about? she wondered. With all her other concerns, this particular mystery had been lost in the shuffle, but now she wondered if it might be—

“Sweet!” the boy shouted.

He seized something from the bucket above the winning well and thrust it high into the air. At first Violet thought it was just a stick, but then the boy spoke a few nonsensical words and she realized what had happened.

He had wished for a magic wand.

A moment later, time skipped. When Violet opened her eyes, she would remember that the boy with the wand was Peter Gomez—often called Pete the Magnificent—and he was the town wizard. Right before that happened, however, the entire cave was illuminated by a fireball that shot out of Peter’s wand, allowing Violet to see the dead body on the floor.
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Hudson was still pacing the floor when the thunderous crash of a wish being granted rattled his bedroom windows. He froze in place, wondering how it was possible. Mr. Kazem and Mr. Bishop had promised they wouldn’t bring anyone else to the cave. Had they lied? Or had someone new found the wish monster?

When Hudson heard a second crash ten minutes later, he looked out the window and saw the bright lights of an amusement park that hadn’t been there before. Trees concealed most of the rides, but Hudson spotted a pair of roller coasters lit with neon lights and a ludicrously tall Ferris wheel.

His stomach sank.

The amusement park had replaced a massive housing community with hundreds of tiny houses cramped together to conserve space.

All those people. Gone.

Hudson’s fear of the wish monster reached new heights—but something very important had changed. He was no longer afraid for himself. He was afraid for Violet and Ms. Causeway and all the other people in the town. If the wish monster was left unchecked, it was only a matter of time before they were all undone, every single one of them. Hudson knew he was an imposter who didn’t belong in this world, but maybe this was also his strength. Maybe, because he was different, because he could remember things that other people couldn’t, he was the only one who could stop the wish monster.

He had to at least try.

Hudson went downstairs—pausing to look at the photo of his “father” and wondering who he really was—and entered the living room. Ms. Causeway was staring out the front window. A large group of children walked past their house. Hudson wondered what they were doing outside so late at night.

“Two more wishes were granted,” said Hudson. “Haywood has an amusement park now, but a lot less people.” When Ms. Causeway didn’t turn around, he added, “Did you hear me?”

“I can’t move,” Ms. Causeway replied. “I have to stand here and look out the window. I’ve been counting the children as they pass. I’m up to forty-six.”

Hudson crossed the room and stood next to Ms. Causeway. She managed to turn her neck so she could face him, but her hands remained by her sides, her body rigidly in place.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“I’m not entirely sure,” Ms. Causeway said. She was doing her best to remain calm—probably for Hudson’s sake—but he could see the fear in her eyes. “I think all the children in town are being beckoned to the cave to have their wishes granted.”

“Just children?” Hudson asked.

“I believe so,” said Ms. Causeway. “I haven’t seen a single adult walk by. My guess is they’re trapped inside their houses like me, so—”

Another wish-crash split the night. Ms. Causeway winced in pain then finished her sentence as though nothing unusual had transpired.

“—they can’t stop their kids from going to the cave.”

Hudson suspected that Ms. Causeway’s theory was right on the money. What he didn’t understand was why this was happening now. The wish monster had always wanted wishers. If it could beckon children to its cave like some kind of Pied Piper, why hadn’t it done that at the start?

It doesn’t matter, he thought. It’s happening, for whatever reason. And it needs to stop.

“If this keeps up, the wish monster is going to erase all of us,” said Hudson. “I’m going to the cave. There must be something I can do.”

“No! It’s too dangerous!”

“I have to at least try!”

“Why does it have to be you?”

Hudson met her eyes. “I think you know the answer to that.”

He didn’t need to explain any further. Ms. Causeway’s features crumbled into a face that Hudson barely recognized, one composed entirely of sorrow and regret.

“How did you find out?” she asked.

“I overheard you talking to Violet.”

Ms. Causeway winced. “I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine what you’re feeling right now. I never wanted to hurt you. I just wanted a child.”

Tears ran freely down Ms. Causeway’s face. She was unable to lift her hands, so Hudson wiped her cheeks with the sleeve of his shirt.

“This doesn’t change a thing, Hudson. You’re still my son.”

“You wished me into existence.”

“So what? Every child is a wish that came to life.”

“This is a little different.”

Another crash. Another wish. Another opportunity for the wish monster to leave its mark on the world.

“I’ll be back,” Hudson said, not really believing it.

“No!” screamed his mother. She tried to reach out for him, but the wish monster’s magic held her fast. “Don’t go! Don’t leave me all alone again!”

Hudson stopped, tears falling from his own eyes now. Abandoning Ms. Causeway like this felt unspeakably cruel. Perhaps she hadn’t raised him from birth, but she had watched over him with love and devotion these past three months. Hudson thought about Violet’s parents, who ignored her entirely, and knew how lucky he had been.

I should stay for a little while, he thought. At least until she’s able to move again.

Then he heard barking outside and saw Midnight through the window, and any thought of staying vanished completely. Midnight had come here to retrieve him, which meant one thing.

“Violet needs my help,” Hudson said. “I have to go.”

Something in Hudson’s voice must have revealed his determination, because Ms. Causeway gave up trying to stop him. All the fight had gone out of her.

“Why did the wish monster make you so good?” she asked.

“I don’t think that was the wish monster, Mom,” Hudson said with a smile. “I think that was you.”

He went outside. Midnight ran to greet him, and Hudson wrapped his arms around the dog, finally understanding the connection between them: They were both born from wishes, and neither one of them belonged in this world. With his head buried in the dog’s fur, Hudson felt a breeze ruffle his hair and looked up just in time to see a winged creature disappear into the night.

“Was that a dragon?” he asked.

Midnight barked, but not in response to Hudson’s question—he was anxious to return to Violet. The dog took off and was already halfway down the street before Hudson—struck by an idea—called out to him.

“Hold on,” he said, starting toward the shed behind the house. “I need to get something first.”
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Pete the Magnificent climbed out of the cave—his wand, glowing slightly at its tip, gripped in one hand—and the little girl at the front of the line sprinted to the opening and pulled herself through the hole. Violet barely noticed. She couldn’t stop thinking about the horrific sight that had been illuminated by Pete’s fireball.

Mr. Kazem’s lifeless face.

He was dead, no question about that. His eyes were open, his body sprawled across the floor of the cave. But who had killed him? The wish monster seemed like the obvious choice, but Mr. Kazem had been one of its staunchest supporters. Why would it have turned on him like that?

Something wet nudged Violet’s hand. She spun around, expecting some new horror, a scream loaded and ready to go.

Midnight looked up at her with an amused expression.

“There you are!” Violet exclaimed. She fell to her knees and hugged him tight, breathing in his life-affirming smell. “Why did you wander off like that?”

“He went to get me,” said Hudson.

His blond hair was sticking up, as though he had just woken from a nap, and his eyes were sunken and red. It didn’t matter. Violet had never been happier to see anyone in her entire life. No matter what happened from this point on, she wouldn’t have to do it alone.

“Do you know what’s going on?” he asked, setting a red gas can on the ground.

“Ms. Beagle wished that all the kids in town would get wishes of their own,” Violet said. “Now they’re in this trance, waiting for their turn. The wish monster has been hard at work all night. I haven’t noticed anything different yet, but I guess that doesn’t mean anything.”

“Did you see the dragon?” asked Hudson.

“Wildfire? Sure.”

“Dragons aren’t real.”

“Not all dragons, obviously. Just Wildfire.”

“That doesn’t seem odd to you?”

“Wildfire visited our school! I fed him!” Violet groaned, accepting the truth. “Anything else?”

“The amusement park is new,” said Hudson.

“No way! I’ve been there more times than I can count!”

“Sorry.”

Violet knew better than to argue. At this point, she trusted Hudson’s version of events far more than her own memories. Her brain felt like clay that had been twisted and pulled in so many different directions that it could no longer retain any shape at all.

Besides, now that her shock at Hudson’s arrival had faded, she remembered she had bad news to deliver.

“Mr. Kazem is dead,” she said.

“What?” Hudson asked. He seemed to be having more trouble believing this than dragons flying across the sky. “That can’t be right.”

“In the cave.”

Hudson shone his flashlight through the opening. After a quick search, his entire body jerked and the flashlight fell out of his hands.

“What happened?” he asked.

“I don’t know. How is he even here to begin with? Adults are trapped in their houses.”

“Maybe he came before Ms. Beagle’s wish kicked into gear. We can’t think about it right now.” Hudson picked up the gas can. “I need to sneak inside the cave and kill the wish monster.”

Violet put her hands on her hips.

“What’s with this ‘I’ business?” she asked.

“I overheard you talking to my mom,” he said, looking down at the ground. It was nothing but dirt. No grass grew within the shadow of the cave. “I know the truth. So if anyone should risk their life here, it’s me. It’s not a real life anyway.”

Violet had no idea what to say, what possible consolation words could offer, so she hugged him instead.

“You’re real,” she said. “You’re my friend.”

“All my memories are a lie!”

“Welcome to the club. At this point, I have no idea what’s real and what’s not. Whatever. Memories are overrated. It’s what we do that matters. And here you are, willing to sacrifice yourself to save a bunch of strangers. That tells me exactly who you are. But if you really want to stop the wish monster, you need my help, and you know it. So stop wasting time and let’s get to it.”

Violet was sure Hudson was going to argue, but instead he gave a reluctant nod. Maybe she had convinced him that he really couldn’t do this on his own, and for there to be even the slightest chance of stopping the wish monster, he would need her help.

Or maybe he was just scared.

Time skipped.

When Violet opened her eyes, the little girl had exited the cave and was kneeling in front of Midnight.

“Hi!” she said. “What’s your name?”

Midnight barked.

“Hi, Midnight!” the girl exclaimed. “I’m Winnie.” She smiled at Violet. “I like your dog.”

Midnight barked three times in quick succession.

Winnie giggled. “He says he’s not your dog! He says that you’re his human! That’s funny!”

“You can talk to dogs?” Violet asked.

“Not just dogs! All animals!”

Winnie ran off.

“I’m guessing that being able to talk to animals isn’t a thing?” Violet asked, massaging her temples.

Hudson shook his head. “Cool wish, though.”

“Yeah, but who knows what else changed.”

She watched a teenage boy climb through the opening. He looked harmless enough, but there was no way to tell. At any moment, one of the kids might wish for something that accidentally erased the entire world. She thought the wish monster would love that. Or maybe it wouldn’t care, one way or the other, as long as the wish was granted.

They couldn’t risk it.

“We need to put a stop to all this wishing,” Violet said. “Then we’ll deal with the wish monster.”

“I think you’re right,” Hudson said. “But how? Block up the cave?”

“That’ll take too long,” Violet said. She looked over the line of children, wondering if there was a way she could make them listen to reason, and saw her sister, third in line.

Her perfect, favored, stubborn sister.

“I have an idea,” said Violet.

She ran to Emma, who was shivering in her tank top.

“Remember how you said I should come to you whenever I needed help?” said Violet. “Well, I need help now.” Emma’s expression remained blank, but Violet hoped, somewhere deep inside, she was listening. “The wish monster is going to give you three choices. You’re supposed to pick one. But no matter what happens, don’t choose any of them. Stall for as long as you can. Please. I need you to do this for me. It’s important.”

Violet studied her sister’s face. No change. No way to tell if she’d really go through with it or not.

Challenge her, she thought. She can never resist a challenge.

“The first three wishes are never the best ones,” Violet added, lowering her voice as if she didn’t want the other kids to hear. “Everyone jumps at one of them without thinking. But if you stand your ground, and don’t settle, the wishes get better and better. It’ll be hard, though. You’ll have to resist a lot of tempting offers. But you’re Emma Park. If anybody can do it, you can.”

Violet wondered if she was doing the right thing. The wish monster had freaked out when Hudson couldn’t make a wish. What if it did the same thing when Emma refused to pick one?

Was she putting her sister in danger?

Violet removed her coat and draped it over Emma’s shoulders, then kissed her on the cheek. “Be careful,” she said.

For just a moment, the smile slipped from Emma’s face. “This is my coat,” she said, sounding like her old self. “Stop taking my stuff.”

Violet decided that maybe, just maybe, there was a chance her plan might work.
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Several wishes later, Emma climbed into the cave while Hudson and Violet watched her through the hole. The wishing wells were placed before her, and she touched them one at a time. She seemed to like the first two options just fine, but something about the third one rubbed her the wrong way.

The tentacle dropped the coin. Emma picked it up.

“This isn’t going to work,” Hudson said. “No one can turn down a wish.”

“You don’t know my sister.”

Sure enough, Emma stuck the coin in her pocket and gave a theatrical sigh of disappointment.

“These first two wishes are barely worth my time,” she said. “As for that third one? Going to Princeton isn’t my wish. It’s my parents’ wish. So it’s honestly a little insulting that you’re even offering it to me in the first place. Aren’t you supposed to be good at this? Take these away. And bring me something I actually want this time.”

Hudson wasn’t sure how the wish monster was going to react to being told what to do, and he was nervous for Emma. For a long time, nothing happened.

Then, amazingly, the tentacle carted the old wells away and replaced them with three fresh ones.

“Wish,” the wish monster said, and Hudson almost laughed. It sounded hesitant, as though nervous it wouldn’t be able to meet Emma’s demands.

“Let’s go,” said Hudson.

He hadn’t brought the duffel bag this time, but he wore a backpack stuffed with supplies (the hatchet again, just in case, along with matches and a coil of rope). He handed this to Violet along with the gas can and climbed through the gap. As soon as Hudson was through, she carefully returned his belongings and bent down to talk to Midnight in a tender voice, their noses nearly touching.

“No matter what happens, I’m happy I made my wish,” she said. “I’m glad I got you back, even if it was just for a little while. But now it’s time for me to go. Stay here, Midnight. Stay, boy. Please. For me.”

Hudson knew what Violet was thinking. If they were successful, and the wishes were undone, Midnight would not be waiting for her when she returned. This was goodbye, now and forever. She gave Midnight a final hug and climbed through the hole, her eyes wet with tears. Hudson was worried that Midnight might bark or howl, but all he did was whimper softly, a good dog to the end.

Emma touched the water in the first well.

“The most beautiful girl in the world?” she asked, looking down into the water. “No thank you. I’ve been just regular pretty my whole life, and even that’s more trouble than it’s worth. Boys following me around like little puppy dogs. Girls hating every breath I take because I have the audacity to look better than they do. Like that’s fair? You might as well hate me for being left-handed.”

As Emma talked, Hudson and Violet made their way toward the back passage, staying as far from the wells as possible. They were walking behind the eyes, but the left one was angled in such a way that Hudson suspected they might pass within its field of vision. He stopped, wondering what to do next, and noticed Emma looking in their direction. She still wore a vapid smile on her face, but her eyes were sharp and clear.

“How can I even choose a wish when I can barely see them?” she complained. “Bring these lights closer to the water. Come on! Don’t be shy! Closer, closer!”

Amazingly, the wish monster obeyed. The three eyes descended until they were only a foot above the well, and then slipped beneath the branched arches and rotated downward, shining their light directly onto the water.

From this position, the eyes would be unable to see Hudson and Violet at all.

“Why in the world would I want to compete in the Olympics?” Emma asked. “I love track—you got that part right, at least—but the whole point is beating my opponent because I’m better than them, not because I wished my way to victory.”

Hudson and Violet passed beneath the archway, staying as far from Mr. Kazem’s body as possible, and entered the tunnel. It wasn’t safe—nothing about this was close to safe—but at least they were out of view.

“A unicorn?” they heard Emma ask behind them. “What am I, four? You’re just getting desperate now . . .”

“Your sister rules,” whispered Hudson.

“Yeah,” said Violet. “She kinda does.”

Hudson could hear the strain in Emma’s voice, however, and knew she couldn’t keep this up forever. He had a feeling the wish monster was trapped until Emma had chosen a wish—like a djinn, there seemed to be certain rules it was obligated to follow—but it was only a matter of time before she encountered an offer too tempting to refuse.

“We should hurry,” he said.

They proceeded down the dark tunnel. The foul fishy smell that suffused the entire cave grew stronger. They didn’t talk, didn’t want to risk alerting the wish monster to their approach, so the only sound was the gasoline sloshing in its can. The descent grew sharper, the passageway more cramped. For a few minutes, the gap between walls became so narrow that they had to turn their bodies in order to continue. At last, they passed beneath a tall archway and entered an enormous cavern that could have fit their entire school with ease. There weren’t just three eyes here but at least two dozen, flooding the cavern with their bizarre purple light. Ancient stalactites dangled from the towering ceiling like icicles that had met a gorgon’s stare.

“What is this place?” Violet asked.

The smooth floor sloped downward to a giant pit encircled by a ten-foot-tall ring carved from stone, like a viewing area in an ancient coliseum. Atop this ring sat hundreds of wishing wells. Some were empty and waiting to be delivered to the main chamber, where they would be given the chance to fulfill a wish. Others, presumably with a coin already resting at their bottoms, had done their duty and now provided an endless supply of purple-tinged water that overflowed their sides and splattered to the floor. This water rose at different rates. Some wells produced nothing more than a steady drip, while others gushed with the wild abandon of a broken fire hydrant.

Every drop of water flowed down the sloped floor and into the pit, where splashing, smacking sounds rose over the plummeting water.

Something was moving down there.

“You hear that?” Violet asked in a hushed voice.

Looking closer now, Hudson saw the tentacles rising from the opposite side of the pit and ascending to the ceiling, where they went about their routine of lugging wishing supplies back and forth between the two chambers.

“The wish monster’s in the pit,” he said.

“It’s not a pit,” said a voice. “It’s a well.”

Hudson had been so overwhelmed by the sight before him that he hadn’t noticed Sam Bishop sitting on the edge of the stone ring. The boy swung his legs back and forth, looking so childlike that it was hard to believe he was actually an old man.

“What are you doing here?” Violet asked.

“No questions until the end of the lesson,” said Sam.

He walked along the edge of the stone ring, hands folded his hands behind his back. Hudson recognized this pose from class. It meant Mr. Bishop was about to explain something at length, something important, and it would be in their best interest to settle in and listen.

“I believe this is the original wishing well. Isn’t that something? Someone must have stumbled upon it a long, long time ago. Perhaps a Native American tribe? Or another culture that predated them, maybe one lost to the annals of history. I plan to do some serious research when all of this is over and write the definitive work. For now, however, the only thing that matters is the chamber itself, and what it does.”

Mr. Bishop walked down the crumbling stone steps toward them, and Hudson and Violet instinctively backed away. The old man—cunning, intelligent, desperate—was clearly visible now in the boy’s purple-lit eyes, and while Hudson hadn’t figured out what was going on yet, he recognized a threat when he saw one.

“How do you know all this?” he asked.

“After Amir talked to you,” Mr. Bishop said, with more than a hint of blame, “he became convinced that his wife and daughter had been taken from him. Not on purpose, mind you. Until the very end, Amir believed in the goodness of the wish monster. But he thought there might have been some kind of . . . miscalculation . . . so he came here to plead his case. Only the wish monster didn’t like what he said. It lifted him up with one of its tentacles until he was touching the ceiling and dropped him.” Mr. Bishop clapped his hands together, and the sound echoed through the chamber. “Only he was still moving, so it dropped him again”—another clap—“and then one last time, just to make sure.”

Clap.

“The wish monster spoke to me then. Not in words, exactly.” Mr. Bishop tapped his forehead. “In here. It asked me if I was going to question its choices too. I said no, of course. I didn’t want to end up like Amir. I swore to help it no matter what. So it told me everything.”

There was something wrong with Mr. Bishop, a coldness in his voice that hadn’t been there before, an emptiness in his eyes. He started to walk in their direction, and Hudson backed up, pulling Violet along with him. They passed beneath one of the archways set into the stone ring. The ground was slippery with running water.

Mr. Bishop continued with his lesson. Despite his boyish façade, he was still a teacher, and the temptation to share such fascinating knowledge was impossible to resist.

“The wish monster comes from a place deeper than the deepest ocean, in a part of the earth that’s never been explored and never should be. But slowly, over thousands of years, it’s been getting closer to the surface. When it grants a wish, these wells produce a unique type of water.” He gestured toward the dark purple waterfalls cascading over the edge of the ring. “It has a very special name, this water, but I’m not sure a human mouth is capable of pronouncing it. Let’s just call it ‘wish water.’ Poisonous to you and me, but it’s what the wish monster needs to live. And as it flows into the wish monster’s well, the water rises, and it gets closer the surface. When the water rises high enough, it will finally be able to escape. That’s why it wants wishers, and why it will do anything to make their wishes come true. The more wishes, the more wish water.”

“What happens once it gets out of the well?” Violet asked.

“Nothing good, I imagine,” Mr. Bishop said. “For a long time, these ancients played the game well. They asked only for wishes that would help the entire village. But you know how people are. Eventually, one got greedy and made a wish that accidentally wiped out the entire community. For hundreds of years, the wish monster remained dormant. Waiting. Mayor Haywood found it first, and then your mother and her friend Charlotte. And now us.”

They were only ten feet from the pit now. The splashing sounds had grown louder than ever.

Hudson stopped moving and looked Mr. Bishop in the eyes. “This isn’t you,” he said.

“I suspect you might be right about that,” he said, and his voice suddenly sounded frail. “I saw it, you know. Looked down into the well like the foolish old man I am. Humans weren’t meant to see such a thing. Like gazing at a solar eclipse, only instead of scorching my retinas it scorched my mind. I see it everywhere now. I see it floating just behind you. I see it when I close my eyes. There’s no escape, not for me.”

“Fight it, Mr. Bishop!” Violet said.

Mr. Bishop laughed as though the suggestion were the most ridiculous thing he had ever heard. “Fight it? Why not ask me to punch out the sun or wrestle the moon? It lives in my head now. It told me what it wants and promised another wish if I could do it. Such a simple thing too. It’s hungry! I mean, when you get right down to it, it’s still a monster. And it hasn’t eaten in a long, long time.”

Mr. Bishop leaped forward and pushed Violet as hard as he could. She fell over the edge of the well and vanished from sight.
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Mr. Bishop wasted no time going after Hudson next, barreling into him shoulder-first and knocking the gas can from his hand. Hudson stumbled but quickly regained his balance, fury giving him a strength he had never known. He kept seeing Violet’s face, her eyes meeting his, surprise turning to terror as she realized there was nothing but empty air beneath her feet and she was falling, her hand held out to him for help. But Hudson was too far away, too useless, and there was nothing he could do but watch as she disappeared over the edge.

She hadn’t even had time to scream.

When Mr. Bishop tried to push him again, Hudson sidestepped the attack and hit him in the side of the head. Apparently, the wish monster hadn’t gifted Hudson with the tools to throw a proper punch, because Mr. Bishop shook off the blow easily. Hudson punched him again, getting his entire body behind it this time, and Mr. Bishop grunted in pain. It wasn’t a knockout blow by any stretch of the imagination, but it was a step in the right direction.

The wish monster thrashed around in its watery prison. Perhaps it was enjoying the violence.

Or its meal.

The two boys circled each other, searching for an opening. Mr. Bishop’s nose was bleeding. Hudson was glad.

“You killed her!” he screamed. “What’s wrong with you?”

“You don’t know what it’s like! To feel your body and youth abandoning you year by year and then to suddenly get it back, remember what it was like to feel alive again! I can’t give that up! I can’t!”

Mr. Bishop charged, fire in his eyes. Within moments, Hudson was being lifted into the air and slammed downward. His head smacked the stone floor, and the stalactites above him grew hazy and multiplied in number.

Mr. Bishop began to drag him along the ground.

Hudson knew he should fight back but couldn’t work up the will to move. It was easier just to lie there and wait for it to be over. He had never really lived, so why should it matter if he died? If he closed his eyes, he could imagine he was just drifting along on ocean waves. He remembered visiting the ocean when he was five and wished he could have gone there for real.

“Help! Hudson!”

Violet’s voice.

She was alive. Alive.

Hudson kicked Mr. Bishop in the knee then pushed him as hard as he could. The boy slammed into the stone ring with a sickening thunk. He collapsed to the ground and didn’t get up.

“Hudson!” Violet screamed again.

Hudson peered over the edge of the well and saw Violet twenty feet below him, dangling from the tentacle she had caught on the way down. The sight of her ignited fireworks in his heart, but there was no time to celebrate.

Violet’s grip was slipping. She needed his help.

“Hold on!” Hudson exclaimed.

He yanked the coil of rope from his backpack and tossed one end down to Violet. She grabbed it on the first try and swung from the tentacle to the wall, where she was able to balance precariously on a rocky ledge.

“Give me a minute to rest,” Violet said, breathing deeply. “My arms are shot right now. There’s no way I can climb.”

Hudson checked over his shoulder. Mr. Bishop was still down for the count, but who knew for how long. “Tie the rope around you. I’ll pull you up.”

Violet looked up at him with a dubious expression. “You sure about that?” she asked. “I mean, no offense, Hudson, but it’s a long way to the top, and you’re not exactly the Hulk.”

“I’ll be fine.”

Violet shrugged and started looping the rope around her waist. “Guess we’ll find out . . .”

Hudson looked past her and saw a large, bulbous shape—like a half-submerged hot-air balloon—floating in the water at the bottom of the well. There it was: the monster that had created him, the only parent he would ever know. Light glinted off the creature and made strange patterns on the circular walls. Scales, Hudson assumed, though it was too far away to see for sure.

“I’m ready!” Violet said, tugging on the rope to test her knot.

Hudson set his feet, wrapped the rope around his wrists, and started to walk backward. Violet was heavier than he expected, but he gritted his teeth and pulled with all his strength.

Slowly but surely, Violet began to rise out of the pit.

“Keep pulling!” she shouted with joy—and then screamed as a new tentacle, this one whiplike with a reddish tinge, shot out of the water and grabbed her ankle. Hudson held tight as the tentacle pulled in the opposite direction, as though they were playing a game of tug-of-war with Violet trapped in the middle.

“Get it off me!” she screamed, kicking at the tentacle with her other foot.

Hudson needed to help—but how? He thought about dousing the tentacle with gasoline and dropping a match on it, but surely any flame would blow out before it struck home. Besides, what if he got some of the gas on Violet? The risk was too great.

Instead, he tied his end of the rope to a nearby stalagmite, then leaned over the edge of the pit and lowered the backpack as far as it would go.

“Get ready to catch this,” he said. “The hatchet’s inside.”

Violet positioned herself as best she could, pressing her back against the wall while wrapping her arm around the rope.

“Okay!” she said.

Hudson let go of the backpack. Although he had never thrown a ball anywhere other than his memory, his aim was true, and the bag dropped straight into Violet’s outstretched hand.

She removed the hatchet and slung the backpack over her shoulder.

“Be careful!” Hudson shouted—if Violet miscalculated her swing, she would bury the blade in her leg, not the tentacle. Her first attempt was on the cautious side and barely nicked its target, but her second strike was a masterpiece. Purple blood spurted from the tentacle as it retreated in defeat. Her triumph was short-lived. Reinforcements arrived, not just one tentacle but three: one on each leg, the third around her torso. They tugged hard, and Violet was forced to grab the rope with both hands, dropping the hatchet. It clanked against the stone wall and vanished from sight.

Now she had no way to defend herself at all.

Hudson reconsidered his gasoline plan, but what was the point? Even if he burnt the tentacles to a crisp, more would take their place. He had to hurt the wish monster itself. What if he poured gasoline on its head? No, that wouldn’t work. The wish monster was literally floating in water. It was too wet down there to start any fires.

There’s a better way to hurt it, Hudson realized.

“Hold on!” he called down to Violet.

After a quick check on Mr. Bishop—still not moving—Hudson dashed up the stairs of the stone ring and stopped at the first wishing well he saw. Beneath its bubbling water, a prettier, better dressed version of Leah was walking down the hallway of their school, the other students watching her pass with adoration in their eyes.

“Sorry, Leah,” Hudson said, and pushed the wishing well with all his strength.

His plan was to send it over the side of the elevated ring, where the impact would destroy it and (hopefully) undo the wish. Unfortunately, the wishing well refused to budge. After a second attempt, Hudson decided there was some kind of magic holding it in place and desperately tried to drum up a plan B. Charlotte had undone the wishes, so there had to be a way. Something quick. Immediate.

Beneath Leah’s wish for popularity, Hudson saw the coin glittering at the bottom of the well.

Without a moment’s hesitation, he plunged his hand into the frigid wish water. The coin was eerily resistant at first, slipping through his fingers like an eel—and then somehow becoming heavier than it should have been, making it difficult to lift all—but Hudson was finally able to remove it. The moment he did, the water shot upward as though from a cannon, and a bold ray of sunlight shone directly into his eyes. Hudson looked away, shielding his eyes. For a moment, he thought he heard seagulls, though this sound was quickly drowned out by the furious screech of the wish monster.

“Let go of her!” Hudson screamed as the well went dark again. He felt the coin crumble to dust in his hands and flung it away. “Or I’m taking all of them! You hear me! There won’t be a single wish left in this place!”

“It’s pulling harder than ever!” shouted Violet.

Apparently, the wish monster needed more convincing.

Hudson ran to the next well, a real gusher. For a split second, he considered examining the wish before he undid it. What if it was Violet’s? Or his mom’s? But time was the most important factor right now, so he simply removed the coin, wish unseen—then did the exact same thing with the next two wells.

They exploded with light, and the wish monster’s screeches rose to a deafening intensity. The entire chamber began to rumble.

“It let go!” Violet exclaimed.

Hudson returned to the giant well, nearly tumbling down the stairs in his haste, and grabbed the rope. He pulled, feeling no resistance other than Violet’s natural weight, the tentacle gone. Far below, the wish monster thrashed in anger, sending plumes of purple water so high they sprinkled Hudson’s arms. Violet rose. Twelve feet from the top. Ten feet. Seven. Hudson pulled harder, hands burning now, sweat pouring down his face. He sought strength in his memories of Violet—true memories, all—and thought about how the world seemed so much brighter when she was around, how grateful he was to have known her, even for this short period of time.

If he could make a wish, it would be that they stayed friends forever.

At last, it was done, and Violet climbed over the edge and collapsed onto solid ground. Her hair was a tangled mess, her eyes puffy, but she was safe. She was alive. Violet smiled at him, perhaps sensing—as he did—that at last, everything was going to be okay.

Hudson vanished.
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Violet stared in disbelief, too shocked to scream. Hudson had been standing right in front of her. Now he was gone.

“No!” she exclaimed, as the reality of what had just happened hit home. “Come back!”

“Hudson can’t come back,” said a voice above her. “He no longer exists.”

Mr. Bishop glared down at her from atop the stone ring. He had returned to his original age yet looked older, as if the years weighed heavier than before. Violet watched, mystified, as he blew a pile of reddish dust from his palm.

“Hudson took my coin,” said Mr. Bishop, “so I took his mother’s coin. A wish for a wish. I think that’s fair, don’t you?”

Violet’s mind scrambled to make sense of his words. The coins in the wishing wells, she thought. If you remove them, the wish is reversed. That’s how Hudson forced the wish monster to let go of her. One of the coins he had taken must have undone Mr. Bishop’s wish and made him old again. As retribution, Mr. Bishop had taken Ms. Causeway’s coin, her wish for a child.

Hudson was gone.

Forever.

“How could you?” Violet asked, sobbing.

“That little thief stole my youth! He deserved everything he got!”

“You had your time! Hudson never did! It’s not fair!”

Mr. Bishop tapped his chin, his eyes as cold and distant as dead stars. “You’re right,” he said. His lips peeled back in a corpselike grin. “It’s not fair at all. If I can’t have my wish, no one can!”

Mr. Bishop plunged his hand into the next well, looted its treasure, and tossed its remains into the air with fiendish delight. He dashed around the stone ring and repeated the process, never sparing a moment to see whose wish he was undoing, leaving geysers of water and explosions of sunlight in his wake.

A tentacle came down from the ceiling and slammed into the stone ring, missing Mr. Bishop by only a few feet.

The teacher laughed and took another coin.

The wish monster went berserk.

Screeching louder than ever, it blindly whipped the stone ring in a frantic attempt to stop the wish thief. Mr. Bishop, giggling like a little boy playing a game, managed to dodge the first few strikes, but he was old again—old and slow—and couldn’t escape forever. A tentacle struck him dead-on, making a wet smacking sound, and Mr. Bishop vanished beneath a pile of shattered stone. Finally, the entire stone ring collapsed, spilling the contents of the upended wish wells. Coins hit the ground and crumbled into dust.

The wish monster’s fury reached even greater heights.

Water exploded from the well high enough to kiss the ceiling before crashing to the ground. Violet was instantly drenched. She felt something moving beneath her shirt and tossed it across the floor in disgust—a silver fish with more eyes than she could count, flopping its death throes in the oxygenated air. Another tentacle strike, this one only a few feet to her left, carved a deep divot in the ground. The wish monster was aiming for her.

Its wishes were gone. All it had left was revenge.

Violet heard the whistle of the next tentacle as it zipped through the air, giving her the precious split second she needed to dive out of the way. She leaped to her feet and considered making a run for it, but then she saw the gas can, and before she could really consider the wisdom of her actions, brought it to the edge of the well.

The wish monster was closer than ever.

Its plans had been thwarted, and now it was going to be left in the dark again, staring up at that teasingly close hole with no idea how many years might pass before someone wandered into its cave. In pure desperation, it was making a desperate bid for freedom, slinging its tentacles around anything it could get hold of and pulling as hard as it could.

Violet poured the entire can of gas on its head and searched the pockets of the backpack, hoping the matches were there. If they had been in Hudson’s pocket, they were gone forever, just like Hudson . . .

She found them.

Violet tried to light a match and realized, much to her dismay, that she had never actually lit a match before. How hard could it be? The first match broke as she tried to light it; they were surprisingly feeble. She dropped the second one.

The third match lit right up.

Violet tossed it into the well, but the match flickered out during its downward journey. The wish monster was only twenty feet away now. The top of its head rose into the light, and she saw not scales, as she had first assumed, but the coins used for wishes, glistening like chain mail. These coins covered most of the head’s surface but were broken up here and there by large bald patches of oozing flesh.

From where it tore the coins out, Violet thought in disgust.

Tentacles strained like ropes on a sailboat, and the wish monster scaled a few more feet of its prison.

Violet decided on a new plan. She doused the backpack with gasoline, struck a match—first try, starting to get the hang of it now—and tossed it. As the backpack went up in flames, she kicked it over the edge.

It landed on the wish monster’s head, a direct hit.

“Yes!” exclaimed Violet, pumping her fist in triumph.

She waited for the fire to spread, thinking she had done it, but the burning backpack sat on the scales like a harmless little campfire. She doubted the wish monster even knew it was there.

With a final roar of effort, the wish monster rose out of the well and hovered before her.

More than anything else, it resembled a giant jellyfish, though one far too alien to be found in any earthly ocean. Its body pulsed with light. Beneath its translucent skin, Violet saw a solar system of dust orbiting a single, blazing eye. The dust swirled into different shapes. A queen sitting on a throne. A huge mansion with gables and turrets. A man and woman embracing in the moonlight. Wish dust, Violet thought, entranced by its never-ending possibilities. It could be shaped to any desire, molded to any ambition. It was beautiful and miraculous and terrifying.

She heard the wish monster’s voice in her head.

It wasn’t the guttural voice she had grown accustomed to, the one limited to a single word. This was the voice of her father, not as he spoke to Violet, but with the love and tenderness he showed only to Emma. It was the voice she had always wished he would direct her way.

I’m so impressed, Violet. You really are an extraordinary girl.

Violet knew it was a trick, but that didn’t make resisting the hypnotic voice—the voice speaking words she had always longed to hear—any less difficult.

“Get out of my head,” she said, gritting her teeth.

There’s no reason for us to be enemies. Wouldn’t you like to help me? We can reshape this world together.

“I’ll never help you,” said Violet.

Sure you will, sweetie! Everyone has a price. What is it you want?

“Nothing!”

Wealth? Power? Beauty?

Violet shook her head. “Leave me alone!”

When the wish monster spoke again, it sounded less like her father. Anger was cracking its façade, and its true voice, the scurrying of maggots through a bloated corpse, had begun to bleed through.

You want your animal back? I can make him live forever. You never have to worry about him dying again.

“No!”

The boy! The wish boy! He’s still out there, waiting for you. All I have to do is call him.

Violet hesitated, tears flowing from her eyes. It was tempting. She wanted Hudson back so badly it hurt. All she had to do was say yes . . .

“No! Go back to your hole and die!”

The wish monster’s flesh split along a diagonal seam, and it opened what might have been a mouth. There were no teeth. No gums. No tongue. Instead, Violet found herself looking into a gaping maw swirling with black dust. As she watched in growing horror, the dust changed shape. First it was a figure struggling to swim then sinking beneath the water, now a vat of slithering snakes, now a girl hooked up to a machine at the hospital, now . . .

Violet screamed. The wish monster wasn’t going to eat her. It was going to torment her with her own fears, her anti-wishes.

Forever.

The wish monster opened its mouth wider than ever and tilted its head downward, eager to swallow her whole. As it did, the still flaming backpack on its head slid forward and hit one of the bald patches between the scales, where a puddle of gasoline had accumulated.

Here, at last, was the conflagration Violet had been expecting.

The fire spread rapidly, igniting every drop of gas and setting the wish monster’s head ablaze. It shook violently from side to side, and several tentacles snapped at once, causing the monster to tilt like a broken marionette. Finally, a loud crack shot through the cavern as a stalactite broke free and plummeted through the air, impaling the wish monster like a harpoon.

Its screech faded into the distance as it fell.

The cave started to rumble. Violet ran, her flashlight bouncing madly in her trembling hand as she retraced her steps toward the surface. Dirt rained down on her like a roof that had spouted so many leaks it was only a matter of time before it collapsed, and she imagined being trapped beneath the earth, unable to move, nostrils and throat clogged, gagging as the final darkness overtook her, and this spurred her to run harder despite her stampeding heart and aching body. She had not faced a wish monster and lost her friend only to die in the dirt, that couldn’t happen, things couldn’t end that way. Finally, she reached the original chamber—no wells, no Emma—and climbed through the hole.

She turned over and caught her breath. The stars burned brightly in the clear sky. They were breathtakingly beautiful.

Then Emma was helping her to her feet—“Get up, get up!”—and half-carrying her away from the still rumbling cave just before it collapsed completely. When the dust had cleared, Violet saw that there wasn’t even an entrance anymore—just impenetrable rubble.

She gave Emma a bone-crushing hug.

“This is moving and all,” her sister said, pushing her away, “but you are literally covered in dirt right now. And don’t even get me started on the smell.”

They started home. Most kids had wandered off by now, but a few milled about with the confused look of sleepwalkers who had awoken miles from home.

“I’d kill for a hairbrush,” Emma said.

“What do you remember?”

“I’m a little foggy on how I got here. But I remember standing in the cave and turning down wish after wish after wish. By the end, that monster or whatever was getting pretty desperate. It literally offered me two slices of pizza and a Coke.”

“You never made a wish?” Violet asked, stunned.

“Of course not. You told me not to, remember?”

Emma pulled out the wish monster’s coin and handed it to Violet. She winced at the smell and tried not to think about where it had come from.

“You’re amazing,” said Violet.

“Yup. So what’s going on, Vi? What was that thing in the cave? And why am I standing in the woods when I should be studying for a physics test?”

Violet started to tell her everything, but at that moment she saw her Ms. Causeway stumbling around the clearing, searching each face she passed.

“Hudson!” she called out. “Hudson!”

Violet wished there was someone else who could tell Ms. Causeway what had happened to her son. But the season of wishes was over, and it would have to be Violet who broke the poor woman’s heart.





Epilogue
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The next morning, life in Haywood returned to normal. Parents went to work. Kids went to school. Later that day, everyone would learn that two members of their community—Amir Kazem, a local store owner, and Sam Bishop, a well-respected teacher—had vanished. They would never be found.

No one could explain how the children of Haywood ended up in the woods that night. Nor were certain kids able to explain their incredibly vivid dreams. Dreams of being able to turn invisible, or talk to animals, or ride a dragon high above the clouds.

Strangely enough, no effort was made to get to the bottom of this mystery. The residents of Haywood sensed that they should consider themselves lucky and move on with their lives.

In some cases, it was better to just forget.

Violet, on the other hand, remembered everything.

There wasn’t any reason for it. She wasn’t special, like Hudson. Yet her mind held all the ways that reality had been changed and unchanged, all the secrets, all the tragedies. It was a heavy burden to bear.

She suspected this was the wish monster’s final revenge.

Three days after the events in the cave, when the tears and nightmares had become somewhat manageable, Violet finally returned to school. She felt like an alien visiting another planet. How could she ever be one of these smiling, laughing children again? How could she ever be happy when Hudson and Midnight were gone forever?

Then she saw Quinn Taylor sitting by himself at lunch, reading a manga, and felt an unexpected spark of joy.

He’s back! she thought.

Violet ran across the lunchroom, intending to greet Quinn with a giant hug, but stopped herself at the last moment. He was munching on his chicken nuggets and French fries without a care in the world, as though this was just another school day. He had no recollection of being erased from the world. He had no clue that he had lost his best friend. He had no idea what his best friend had done to save him.

This struck Violet as so unbelievably sad that she nearly burst into tears on the spot. Quinn noticed her standing there and looked up from his manga.

“Hey,” he said. “You okay?”

Violet wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “Is it okay if I sit with you?”

“Are your real friends broken or something?”

Violet slid into the seat across from him. “I just felt like a change.”

“Change is good,” said Quinn with a smile. “So tell me. Have you ever heard of a game called Blood Reign?”

A few weeks later, Emma made dinner.

This was a surprise to the entire Park household, since Emma had never shown the slightest interest in cooking. But—wouldn’t you know it—she was a natural. Emma made her parents’ favorite dishes—kimchi pancakes, bibimpap, beef bulgogi—and baked an entire carrot cake for dessert.

After everyone had taken their seat, Emma announced the true purpose of the dinner.

“Mom. Dad. Are you open to some constructive criticism?”

Mr. and Mrs. Park exchanged a befuddled look, then nodded.

“I know I’m spectacular,” said Emma. “I know it’s hard to pay attention to anyone else when I’m in the room. But guess what? You have two daughters, not one, and you need to start acting like it. I’ve been spending a lot of time with Violet lately, and she’s actually pretty great. You’re missing out.”

Violet resisted the urge to hide under the table. If she had known this was Emma’s plan, she would have tried to talk her out of it.

“Do you want us to pay more attention to you?” Mr. Park asked.

Violet stared down at her food and nodded.

“Why didn’t you ever tell us?” asked Mrs. Park.

Violet shrugged.

“Well, maybe we can try a little harder,” said Mr. Park.

“Definitely,” said Mrs. Park.

“All right,” said Emma, beaming. “Dig in!”

After a few bites of a kimchi pancake—nice and crispy, just the way she liked it—Violet finally worked up the courage to speak. “There’s an art show next week,” she said quietly. “My drawing is in it. I mean, it’s no big deal, but if you wanted—”

“This is delicious!” exclaimed Mr. Park through a mouthful of bibimpap. “I feel like I’m at a five-star restaurant.”

“A six-star restaurant!” said Mrs. Park, giving Emma an adoring look. “And it’s so sweet how you want us to spend more time with your sister.”

Mr. Park nodded eagerly. “Always thinking of others. That’s our little princess!”

Emma gave her sister an apologetic look, but Violet smiled and shook her head. There was nothing to apologize for. Emma had tried her best, and Violet appreciated the effort.

Their parents would never change. It was just the way things were.

After polishing off two slices of carrot cake (“Better than a bakery!”), Violet took a walk around the neighborhood. Many houses were lit with Christmas lights, providing the chilly December evening with a different kind of warmth. Her hand still felt strange without the comforting tug of Midnight’s leash, but she was beginning to get used to it.

She ended up in front of Hisana’s Market.

It had been closed since Mr. Kazem’s disappearance. The same sign hung behind the front window—BUY TWO SODAS PLEASE GET ONE FREE—but cobwebs had begun to gather at the corners of the glass. Violet had heard that Mr. Kazem’s wife and daughter were worried sick and wondered if she should tell them the truth. They might like to know that Mr. Kazem had died trying to save them. Then again, what did it matter? It wouldn’t bring him back to life.

She walked to Hudson’s house.

Ms. Causeway was sitting on the front porch, staring into the distance while drinking hot chocolate. The checkerboard next to her had been set up for a game that would never be played. Violet wondered if it comforted her to leave it that way. Although she should have forgotten her wish like all the other wishers, Ms. Causeway remembered every single moment she spent with Hudson. This might have been purposeful on the wish monster’s part—another example of its vindictive nature—but Violet didn’t think so. She believed that Ms. Causeway’s love for Hudson had been too deeply ingrained for even the wish monster to remove it.

“Hey, Ms. Causeway. Nice night.”

“Getting colder, though,” Ms. Causeway replied. “Soon we’ll all have to hole up for the winter.” She looked down into her cup and sighed. “Hudson never got to build a snowman.”

Ms. Causeway was always mentioning things that Hudson had never had a chance to do, as though she felt guilty not packing their short time together with more memorable experiences.

“He got to jump in a pile of leaves,” said Violet.

“Good,” said Ms. Causeway with the slightest of smiles. “Sometimes I’m so grateful he was part of my life that I think my heart is going to burst. But other times I think it would be better if I didn’t remember him at all. At least it wouldn’t hurt so much.”

“I never want to forget him. I just wish I could have said goodbye.”

“Me too,” said Ms. Causeway. “Then again, maybe you and I have had enough of wishing.” She rose from her seat. “Why don’t you come over sometime and we can talk, maybe play a game or two of checkers?”

Violet was a little embarrassed. “I don’t know how to play.”

This time, Ms. Causeway’s smile was a little bigger.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll teach you.”

The winter months passed as they always did, in cold and darkness.

Violet didn’t want Quinn to eat alone, so she sat with him every day at lunch. She thought Hudson would have liked that. Besides, once you got past the video game obsession, Quinn was a lot of fun.

In time, Violet started to think of Quinn as her friend, not Hudson’s.

Ms. Causeway, true to her word, taught Violet how to play checkers. She wasn’t very good (and never would be, truth be told), but that didn’t matter. Violet went for the conversations. Ms. Causeway seemed interested in every little aspect of her life, no matter how insignificant. At first, they talked a lot about Hudson. As the snow began to thaw, however, and signs of spring filled the air, they spoke about him less and less.

Life, that great carousel, continued to turn.

Violet’s parents didn’t come to her spring concert, but she didn’t mind. Quinn was onstage with her, playing the solo she had forced him to practice, and Ms. Causeway and Emma were sitting in the front row, cheering them on. Afterward, they all went back to the house and celebrated by eating Emma’s latest creation, a dark chocolate torte that might have been the best thing Violet had ever tasted. They played a few rounds of UNO, then Ms. Causeway went home, Emma went upstairs to research culinary schools (Princeton was no longer an option, much to their parents’ chagrin), and Quinn and Violet moved to the family room. While they were tossing popcorn at each other and talking about the latest band drama, Violet suddenly remembered the night she had told Hudson about the wish monster. She could still picture him sitting on the floor, blond hair hanging over his eyes, not quite sure whether he should trust her or not.

“Can I tell you something weird?” Violet asked.

“I live for weird. You know that.”

“Well, settle in. Because I promise this is the weirdest story you’ve ever heard.” She pointed toward the urn on the fireplace mantle. “Remember Midnight, my dog that died? Well, one day I found a monster in a cave and wished him back to life . . .”

Violet spun her tale of wishes and false memories and lost friends. She kept waiting for Quinn to laugh, or tell her she was crazy, but he simply listened attentively until she was done.

“Wow,” he finally said.

“Do you believe any of that?”

“Every word.”

“For real?”

Quinn looked bewildered. “Why would you lie? Don’t get me wrong. It feels super weird that I don’t remember anything. But that’s magic for you.” He leaned back and linked his hands behind his neck. “Luckily, a lifetime of RPGs has prepared me for this moment. And my parents say video games aren’t educational. Ha!” His expression grew somber. “I feel bad for poor Ms. Causeway. How’s she doing?”

“Better, I think,” said Violet, “but I’m sure she still misses him. She never really—”

“The Wicker Ghoul!” Quinn exclaimed, leaping so high that his head nearly hit the ceiling. “From Blood Reign. Remember how I couldn’t defeat it for the longest time? Then I figured out that all of its magic was in its spikes. All I had to do was chop them off, and beating it was easy.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Violet asked.

Quinn smiled.

The next day, a Saturday, was warm and mild. Violet, Quinn, and Emma piled into Ms. Causeway’s car and drove to an empty field that used to be a farm. There was no longer any trace of the farmhouse, or the apple orchard, or the fields of lavender that had once perfumed the air.

There was, however, an old well.

The years had taken their toll. Several stones were jutting out or crumbling into pieces, and the entire well looked like it was leaning to one side. At one point, there might have been a pulley system so a bucket could be lowered into the water, but if so, it was long gone. Violet hoped that wouldn’t be an issue.

They slid the splintered board from the top of the well and tossed it to the ground. Dank smells trapped for decades seized this unexpected opportunity at freedom. Emma scrunched her nose and turned away. Violet, who had smelled far worse, leaned over the edge and saw only darkness.

“Do you really think this is going to work?” asked Ms. Causeway.

“Absolutely!” exclaimed Quinn.

“We don’t know that for sure,” said Violet as they gathered around the well. She wasn’t sold on Quinn’s theory and wanted to temper Ms. Causeway’s expectations.

“Have a little faith, sis,” said Emma. “I have a good feeling about this.”

Violet removed the wish monster’s coin from her pocket. The stench was gone, and its golden luster had faded. She hoped the magic it held—if it indeed held any at all—hadn’t faded as well.

“There’s power in that coin, I’m sure of it,” Quinn said. “Just like the spikes of the Wicker Ghoul. We’ll be able to make any wish we want.”

Violet doubted that, though she suspected a little of the wish monster’s magic was locked inside. She only hoped it was enough.

“This is different than in the cave,” Violet said, holding the coin over the edge. “The wish monster isn’t here to read our minds. We’re going to have to wish for Hudson back ourselves, so think hard. Everyone ready?”

Three heads nodded in unison. I wish to see Hudson again, Violet thought, and dropped the coin. She watched it disappear into the darkness and heard the faintest of plinks.

Nothing happened.

“That was anticlimactic,” said Emma.

“Hold hands,” said Ms. Causeway, reaching to her left and right. “Wish with all your heart.”

Ms. Causeway took Emma’s hand and Violet’s hand. Violet took Quinn’s. And Quinn, blushing, took Emma’s.

“Come back, Hudson,” whispered Ms. Causeway. “Come back, my son.”

“Come on, buddy,” said Quinn. “Blood Reign 2 is coming out next month. You don’t want to miss that.”

“I’d love to meet you, Hudson,” said Emma.

Violet didn’t say anything. She just closed her eyes and pictured her friend.

“Look!” Quinn exclaimed.

The water in the bottom of the well had started to glow. Not purple, like in the wish monster’s cave, but dazzling blue. The walls vanished. Violet found herself looking upon a beach with pristine white sand, the well water now a tropical ocean that stretched to infinity.

She heard seagulls.

Violet knew this place. It had appeared when she turned down her two wishes, and over and over again when Mr. Bishop ran around the stone ring, stealing coins.

But what was it?

The view began to expand, as though someone was zooming out with a camera, revealing a boy on the beach. He tossed a stick into the water, and a black Lab joyfully retrieved it.

Hudson and Midnight.

The pair grew smaller as more of the beach was revealed. Here was a version of Violet banging on coconut shells with expert precision while two Mr. Bishops—one around seven or eight, the other in his late teens—danced around her. At the end of the beach, an amusement park was open for business, and Violet heard the roar of a roller coaster as it plunged over a hill. Their vantage point grew even more distant, allowing them to see for miles and miles. Violet saw Wildfire the dragon taxiing customers to a neighboring island, this one with the largest library she had ever seen. It was only one of the islands that dotted the ocean, each one filled with a new wonder to explore.

At last, Violet understood.

“This is the place wishes go when they’re done being used,” she said.

There was only enough magic for a momentary glimpse of this world, like a coin-operated tower viewer at the top of a skyscraper, and their vantage point rapidly descended until it was just above the beach again. Midnight began to bark and wag his tail, and Hudson looked up. He spotted them and smiled with surprise, as though catching an unexpected rainbow stretching across the sky.

“I remember him now,” Quinn said, bursting into a smile. He leaned over the edge of the well. “Dude! Did you get to ride the dragon? I’m so jealous!”

“Every day! It’s awesome!” Hudson looked like he was shouting the words, but Violet could barely hear him; the distance between them was much greater than it appeared. “I’m so glad you’re okay, Quinn!”

“Thanks to you and Violet,” Quinn replied.

“And me,” said Emma.

Hudson held two hands over his heart and looked up at Ms. Causeway.

“Thank you,” he said. “For everything.”

“Thank you,” Ms. Causeway said. A single tear ran down her cheek, but she looked more relieved than sad. She knows he’s okay now, Violet thought. And that means she’ll be okay.

The opening between the worlds shrank to the size of a manhole cover.

“Hold on, Hudson,” Quinn shouted down. “We’ll get you out somehow. Did anyone bring a rope or something?”

Hudson smiled and shook his head. “I don’t think that will work, Quinn. And even if it did—I’m not coming back.”

“Why not?”

“Because he’s home,” said Ms. Causeway, and Violet saw a peaceful acceptance in her eyes. “This is where he belongs.”

The opening grew smaller still, and Violet realized she was looking upon the face of her friend for the last time. Their eyes met. She wondered if she would eventually forget the color of his hair or the sound of his voice and supposed it didn’t matter. Hudson, through his kindness and friendship, had made a permanent residence deep within the corridors of her heart. He would always be a part of her.

“Goodbye, Violet,” he said, waving.

“Goodbye, Hudson.”

And just like that, the well was just a well again. Hudson Causeway was gone.

For a long time, no one spoke. Finally, Violet looked at Ms. Causeway.

“I’m sorry we couldn’t get him back,” she said.

Ms. Causeway shook her head and smiled. “He’s happy. That’s all that matters. Besides”—she fixed a strand of Violet’s hair—“I got my wish. Maybe not the way I expected—but isn’t that the best kind?”

Violet gave Ms. Causeway a long hug.

They replaced the wooden board and started toward the car. Violet walked between Quinn, her best friend, and Emma, the sister she had always wanted. They had the whole day in front of them, their whole lives. She couldn’t have wished for anything more.
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