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I vanish on a rainy day in October, three weeks and two days until Halloween.  Twenty-three days, Gracie would say, but she isn’t here with me in this damp clearing at the center of the woods. 
Call it the Hollow Forest, Hannah would insist, but she’s pretending to sort overdue bills in Dad’s old office, using soft music and rustling papers to cover the sound of her sobbing. I don’t know why she bothers crying—it won’t bring our parents back. Nothing will, not even magic.
Our parents have been dead for three years, and the rift in my chest never formed as it did for the rest of my siblings. Instead, rage and grief have knocked around inside me, forming into a tight little knot, like the roots of plants all snarled together.
I crouch down, reaching toward the forest floor littered with a thick, wet layer of fallen leaves, and dig a small hole in the dirt beneath. The garden shovel is awkward and unbalanced in my hand. I never was one for gardening or plants until—
Until Evelyn Lowry.
Unbidden, my thoughts go to our last day as actual friends—the plant I grew in my hand, her stricken expression transforming into cold fear, the sprinkling of rain speckling my pajamas as I shivered on her front porch. The night unravels in my mind in sharp, painful flashes, playing on repeat as I breathe in the frigid morning air. The first time I wasn’t enough, but not the last.
I shake my head, forcing those thoughts away. Replaying the past won’t do me any good now. Later, I’ll pull all those memories to the surface. Later, I’ll have the power to punish those who’ve wronged me and my family.
But for now, I need to focus on trapping the forest’s guardian.
Hovering my hand over the shallow hole, I close my eyes and believe with everything in me. Not just in myself or my magic, but in what I’m about to do. 
Something brushes my palm. My eyes snap open. I smile at the tiny pine sapling protruding from the dirt, willing it to stop growing for now, then focus my magic on the circle of soil around it. Wildflowers burst to life in a rainbow of colors, grass threaded between, surrounding the sapling on all sides with a living carpet. 
At the corner of my eye, a light flickers on between the trees further away. A pinprick of ghastly yellow from an old, three-armed streetlight, so close I could run the distance. I don’t dare, though the muscles in my legs twitch with restless energy.
I stand, hands still outstretched, and walk in a circle. Slowly, magic loosens from my palms in a fine layer of gold dust, sticking resolutely to the dense grass and leaves despite the rain pelting down. I don’t force it into a perfect circle, not yet, instead focusing my attention on my pockets as I rummage through them. I keep my head low, my movements unhurried, my breaths held tight in my chest for fear of making too much noise.
A rustle of the low brush. A flash of something lush and green, edges stained an autumnal orange.
I keep my head down, despite the anticipation seeping into my every thought.
And finally, the simple, though ancient, streetlight at the center of my clearing flickers on. A burst of light sears my eyes. When my vision clears, I glance at the light, surprised to note rain sliding down the glass encasing the unnatural light. Something in me thought them too magical to be touched, much like the guardian itself.
A breeze twists through the clearing, winding through my short hair and tearing at the long ends of my raincoat. I blink through the raindrops sliding down my lashes and stare at the guardian watching me from two feet away.
It’s more wisp than tangible creature. Yet instead of penetrating through its form, light absorbs into it. The trees visible through its foxlike body stretch taller and fuller. More lush and untouched than any tree in real life. I glance away to stare at them normally, blinking at them being smaller again. 
Wide, pointed ears stand steady on the top of its sleek head, the ends growing a plethora of plants like a warped version of an embellished hat. Beneath its paws, the ground transforms into a lush layer of grass, sprouting tiny wildflowers and fungi.
“You are real,” I breathe. 
There were Mom’s storybooks and Dad’s journals but somehow, a thought that they lied, that this was a creation meant to entertain us as children, always needled at the back of my mind.
Yet the guardian stands in front of me, its deep dark eyes too full of sparking magic to be anything else.
My parents would hate me for what I’m about to do.
But my parents can’t hate me, not anymore—they’re dead and buried, worth no more than Harper Hollow’s pity and a brief mention in the local paper. They’ve been dead for years—long enough for me to turn eighteen. Long enough for me to become someone else.
I clench my hands into fists. The golden dust goes from scattered to a thin, curved line, coiling tighter to surround the guardian in a circle of magic before it can do more than tilt its head.
And then, I smile. “Let’s begin.”




Chapter 1
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Tawny Bell is reported missing on a dreary day in October, three weeks before Halloween. They haven’t seen her for precisely forty-eight hours, not since she went into the forest around their home, her four siblings tell the police, their faces carefully blank. And someone—no one will quite say  who—spreads that last tidbit around town. 
“Even Gracie, that immature eleven-year-old with her hair done up in braids and every thought shining in her enormous eyes?” someone must ask, and it carries through Harper Hollow’s gossipers like a twisted game of telephone. 
Each new whisper ages her down a year, grows her braids longer, her eyes bigger, her emotions easier to discern. 
And so, a day after her sister’s disappearance, the day after the news spreads throughout town, even the smallest Bell sibling is eyed with blatant suspicion. 
If the siblings mind, they don’t show it. They don’t show much of anything besides cool nonchalance while strolling through the fall festival. 
But when they pass by me, close enough for James’ dark freckles to become countable, I notice how his hands shake. How Hannah walks stiffly like a toy wound up too tight but never let loose. How Ashleigh’s expression turns to a scowl when she thinks nobody’s watching, and Gracie’s into one of deeply rooted unease.
Their sister is missing, and they’re afraid. Of what, I can’t be sure.
Tawny had magic—there’s a lot to be afraid of.
“Would you like more thyme?” Dad asks with a wink, moving his hand full of the herb in an exaggerated flourish. 
I snap from my thoughts, catching my sister Katelyn rolling her eyes at Dad’s joke. Instead of copying her, I offer Dad a wane smile. He returns it without noticing it’s forced, his gaze already trapped by the jam booth to our left.
My glance around gets snared on the banners stretched above our heads, hanging from the modern streetlights in a splash of pumpkin orange. Fall Fest, they declare. 
“This rivalry is getting out of control,” Mrs. Lee, the owner of the jam stand, tells Dad. “First hosting the festival earlier and earlier each year, now cutting down the name? What’s next, sequins and parade floats?”
I duck my head, smiling.
“We have to keep up with Beacon Hollow somehow,” Dad replies, grinning. 
Beacon Hollow, the town on the other side of the forest, and the bane of every one of our sports teams. The ancient rivalry Dad insists started when our towns were founded, but my best friend Sam argues it started in the 80s when their sports teams surpassed ours in skill, going from friendly competition to outright slaughter each game.
And now, our town’s Fall Fest, shortened from festival to fest to compete with the copycat event in Beacon Hollow.
“I don’t know, sequins sound fun,” Kate says. “Shiny red ones, maybe.”
Mrs. Lee shrieks a laugh, startling Dad so badly he fumbles the jar of jam in his hands. 
Sam scoops it up before it hits the cobblestone, then hands it back. “Careful, Mr. Lowry.”
The festival doesn’t need sequins, I nearly argue, though I know better than to pick a fight with Kate. 
Between the uneven cobblestone roads running through Main Street, where the event is held, to the red-orange-yellow leaves strewn about our feet, there’s no point. Nothing can outshine the smell of fallen leaves, or the sight of produce, their skins shining in muted rainbow hues, or even the pumpkins stacked in tiny pyramids between booths. Their jagged jack-o’-lantern mouths grin at us as we move on.
Leaves crunch beneath our feet, scattering shards of color across the stone, far from the trees ringing the street. Snippets of conversations filter in as we jump from one booth to the next. Everyone speaks of the same thing: Tawny and her siblings.
A frisson of unease shivers down my spine. In all the distractions, I lost track of the siblings. They could be anywhere.
I search for somewhere to squirrel away. Somewhere they won’t think to check. My stare catches on the gap-toothed grins on a stack of pumpkins. The pumpkin patch on Town Hall’s front lawn! Its wide field might have fewer people than the more alluring booths. And three weeks until Halloween, no one with a brain will purchase a pumpkin that’ll rot by the holiday.
A family moves from the middle of the road off to the side, leaving a gap in the crowd. A glimpse of James, his stare sweeping around, is all it takes to convince me I need to hide now.
Beside me, Sam scrolls through his phone, his lips pursed in the way they always do when he’s scrolling mindlessly through social media. 
I elbow him hard in the side. “Come to the pumpkin patch with me.”
“Why are you like this?” he asks with a whine, clutching a hand to his ribs.
I swallow. The gap has been filled, and with it, my view of where the siblings are. “Sam.”
“Eve.”
“Move now or I tell everyone about the pudding incident in third grade.”
“You wouldn’t.”
I stifle a growl, instead running a hand over my braid. “I would.” I turn to Kate, tapping her on the shoulder. “In third grade, Sam exploded a container of—” 
“No!” he yelps, then grabs my arm and yanks me backward. “Let’s go to the pumpkin patch.”
Kate glances between us, her eyebrows flying up. “Okay,” she says, stretching out the word, then shrugs. “I’m coming too. Anything’s better than watching Ms. Smith flirt with Dad.”
“She’s like…” Sam pauses, pursing his lips. “At least seventy.”
“Try fifty-five,” I say, pulling them after me by the arm.
“How do you know?” Kate asks, that horrible, snotty debate team tone filling her voice.
“I actually listen when Dad complains about her flirting, that’s how. He mentions her age at least twice each time.”
“He does not.”
“He does. You’ve been too busy staring at how well Sam fills out his shirts lately.”
Sam squeaks. I don’t need to glance back to know his face is an alarming shade of red.
Kate stops, pulling us to a halt with her. “Shut up,” she hisses.
Over her shoulder, I catch the moment Hannah Bell spots me, the distant expression on her face sharpening into obvious interest. 
Sam clears his throat, staring at Kate from beneath his ridiculous eyelashes. Why do boys who literally don’t care get the best lashes? “The pumpkin patch could be fun. We could spend some time together.”
She opens her mouth to respond.
Hannah takes a step in my direction. 
“Yes! We should do that.” I grab them by one hand each, heart pounding in my ears. “Right now!”
“Eve,” Kate says. “Maybe you should stay here. You hate pumpkins. Last time Dad made us carve some, you took a shower afterwards. Something about goopy innards?”
My smile trembles into place. “I’m willing to give it another shot.”
Even if it means being their third wheel.
An argument forms, shown in the flash of her hazel eyes and the way she runs a hand through her brown hair. 
I let my shoulders tense up by my ears. Let my oversized sweater sleeves fall back, showing how my fingers twitch and my hands shake. And the nail in the guilt coffin? How I bite my bottom lip in a pout.
She might be my twin sister, older by a handful of minutes, but she’s still the stereotypical older sibling—nurturing, bossy, and overprotective.
Dropping my hand, she nods and veers toward the field in front of Town Hall at the end of the booths. Though the building has been the center of our town for well over a hundred years, the coating of straw, children, and brightly colored gourds on its grassy lawn transform it into something much newer. The building itself watches over the field, its red brick marred by thin tendrils of ivy. Shouldn’t the Mayor have gotten that removed before the festival?
Kate seems to read my thoughts. “The Mayor really should’ve had the ivy removed before the festival.”
“It’ll die when the temperatures drop next month anyway,” I say. “Maybe he didn’t see the point.”
She sighs. “It kind of adds to the fall aesthetic anyway, I guess.”
I follow her, letting go of Sam’s hand before someone notices and a round of gossip starts. Goodness knows there’s been enough speculation on how close we are, never mind that we consider each other close friends veering to siblings. I grimace, nose scrunching up.
Sam laughs, jogging up beside me to point at my face, his breaths coming as wheezes. “Your face!”
I dig in his coat pocket, fingers closing around the hard edge of a plastic container. Removing it with a jerk, I pop the cap and stick the inhaler into his mouth before the asthma attack progresses into the struggling-for-breath stage.
He takes it from me, pushing the back piece down until medication flows into his lungs. Then he grins, removing it. “You were totally thinking of the rumors, weren’t you?”
Huffing in annoyance, I can’t stop the smile from stretching my mouth. “I totally was, you dork.”
“Hey! Totally is a valid word. It’s in the dictionary and everything.”
I grin, thinking of the valley girls who favor that word according to every old movie Dad watches, but Kate’s hard poke into my shoulder stops the train of thought. I startle, leaping away from Sam, barely avoiding crashing into my sister, who neatly steps aside with a long-suffering expression.
“If you’re going to be the third wheel, embrace your job,” she says, glancing at Sam from beneath her lashes. Her smile turns into a smirk when he blushes from the tips of his dark ears down to the collarbones peeking from his shirt and light jacket.
I huff, ready to jab her back. She’s not the only one with sharp extremities.
A glimmer of movement catches and hooks at the corner of my eye. I glance over my shoulder, tracking it.
James, an amiable smile on his freckled face, his blue eyes warm where they land on each vendor. His mouth moves and I imagine him greeting each owner by name, ignoring how they eye him with suspicion. But then he veers away from the booths, heading toward us in long strides.
I barely stifle a yelp. My fingertips tingle, something desperate to be let free, but I curl my hands into fists until it subsides—kind of. That something still jolts through the rest of me like electricity.
Leaning into Kate’s space, I mumble. “Here’s me committing to being the third wheel. Now move.”
Still blushing, his inhaler gripped tightly in one hand, Sam doesn’t notice the desperation threaded through my voice. He caps the inhaler and shoves it into his pocket.
She nods, a smirk growing. She pulls at my coat, then Sam’s, forcing us to fall into step behind her. But she doesn’t let go of him, pulling at him to walk beside her.
I duck my head to smile, but it withers when the thump-thump of steps follows behind us. A single set with the heavier cadence of boots.
Is it James? Should I glance back?
I bite my bottom lip until it stings. I glance over my shoulder, quick. Freckles and clear blue eyes stare back at me.




Chapter 2
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I manage not to squeak, but my feet stumble forward on the road. Breaths coming as gasps, I jog ahead, overtaking Sam and Kate until I lead. They don’t notice. 
The field stretches ahead, the sweet, musty scent of straw filling my senses. No smell of rot, the pumpkins still fresh from where they’ve been toted in from a farm outside of the town limits. Small groups of children shriek, running wild while their parents follow behind, warm cups of cider clutched in their hands.
One boy, a small toddler, has climbed atop the largest pumpkin in the patch. He puffs his chest out, hands on his hips, and I’m reminded of both a superhero and a mountain goat.
I shuffle deep into the rows until the clean scent of gourds surrounds me on all sides. The pristine grass will be a mess by spring. Then Mayor Watt will have landscapers come and fix all the damage. Each year the same routine.
Dad says some people hate the small-town vibe—the steady way life moves on in a cycle, each year repeating the last with the same events, the same people, the same routines. But to me? It’s perfect. It’s the comfort of being surrounded by events and people and places I know inside and out.
Turning, I try to share a smile with Sam or Kate, but they’re rows away, near the toddler with his giant pumpkin. I lift a foot, ready to step over rows to reach them.
She meets my stare and shakes her head, mouthing a soundless stay.
Right. 
I’m the third wheel.
Grumbling, I head to the cider stand instead. The crisp autumn air weasels into my layers, skittering goosebumps across my skin. I dig through my jacket pocket, smiling when my fingers land on a crumpled dollar bill, already salivating over the sweet warmth the cider will provide.
Up close, the cider stand proclaims WARM CIDER: $1 from a flapping banner hung across the top posts. 
To one side, an ancient streetlight sits near the usual path to and from Town Hall’s doors. A single head, but decorated with ornate iron swirls, vastly different from the newer, sleeker streetlights lining the rest of Main Street. I’ve noticed it before, but never from this close. There are tool grooves in the iron.
Shrugging, I turn my attention back to the stand. There’s no petulant middle schooler watching it. Not even a reluctant parent lingering about, ready to supervise. When I twist around, there’s no one else nearby. Not even James, whose leather jacket should make him easy to spot.
Sighing in relief, I turn back around. I’ll have to pour my cider and leave the dollar as payment, hoping a kid doesn’t steal it.
A vicious caw. Flashes of greasy black feathers gleaming in the sunlight.
I startle, jumping backwards, a crow’s blunt beak gripping my left sleeve. Heart pounding, I try to shake the creature off, but the crow shifts with a muffled caw, its eyes narrowed to slits, its feathers ruffling to give it a bigger appearance. A scar marks the skin of one eyelid.
“Let go,” I say. 
It answers with a low croak.
“Let go!”
My fingertips tingle again. No! Not now.
I shake my sleeve harder. The crow shuffles, gripping tight with a taloned foot, nails digging into the fabric of my sleeve.
“Let go,” I say in a hiss. “Please!”
Something flares to life within me, the swell beginning in my stomach, filling me with a warm buzzing. Then it reaches into my neck, arms, legs, until the buzz consumes every part of me. Then it reaches for the crow.
My breaths come quick, heart thudding until the rhythm fills my head.
I can’t hurt the crow, I won’t, but something in me chants I might.
I try to reign in the power lurking beneath my skin, but instead of quelling, it reaches more—for the crow’s talons curled into the fabric by my wrist, for the sleek body covered with inky feathers.
I twist my head one way, then the other, searching for something. Anything. 
A large pumpkin waits to the side of the stand, its bottom rotted out where it sits in the damp grass. I focus on it, on the destructive force building within me, on the drooping orange skin. I imagine not the crow bursting into flames but the pumpkin instead.
The scent of burning flesh surges through the air. The acrid smell invades my nose and I gag. I glance between the crow, gone still, and the pumpkin. 
The crow grunts once, unclenches its foot, then beak, from my sleeve. It jumps from the stand, landing on the other side and retrieving the dollar bill I dropped moments ago, then flies off with a hard snap of its wings. In seconds, it swings around to vanish beyond Town Hall. 
I sigh. Safe—the bird is safe.
Yet something, that same power, still churns in my stomach. Still clings to my fingertips. I bite my lip, then my fingernails, until the swell pauses.
Go away, I urge. Please.
The pumpkin wobbles, the rotten bottom coming loose from the grass. It tumbles onto its side. Rot and singed flesh rip through my senses.
A final wobble and it lands in the grass at the foot of the stand. 
I back away, numb with dread.
No, surely it won’t—
With a moist squelch, it does.
Orange guts fly in a radius around the explosion. Squishy, damp bits land on my face, in my braided hair. They catch on the spaces between my fingers, then splatter across my clothes and scuffed boots.
I swipe at my face until I can see beyond the mess.
Where the pumpkin once sat, there’s now a small crater burned into the grass.
I need to leave. Now.
Already, people have turned to watch. Kids point at me, at the orange flesh covering every inch in the radius. Some laugh, while others watch with pure bafflement. Breaths coming too fast, I turn, shuffling through the rows of pumpkins, swiping the guts off me with each step. A step over a row, a dodge around a family whose child squeals with fear upon glimpsing me, and a side-step over a line of lumpy gourds.
I keep my head bowed, my stare trained on the ground. Quicker—I need to move quicker.
Another lurch over a row, careful of a toddling kid, and a twist at the last second to avoid his parents. Step after step, my knees wobbling. 
And a step straight into a wall of warmth that smells like leather.
“Excuse me,” I mumble, pushing away and to the side with goopy hands, leaving seeds and guts stuck to the leather-jacketed person in front of me.
They side-step until they’re in front of me again. I’m forced to glance up, gritting my teeth until my jaw aches. Opening my mouth, I ready myself for another round of excuse me, but the words stick in my throat.
James Bell.
I gulp in air, gulp down words, and stare.
“Evelyn Lowry, right? Are you okay?” he asks, assessing me from head to foot.
Shifting on my feet, I’m flayed open beneath his stare. My skin prickles as his stare returns to my face. There’s something knowing in his gaze. 
Shaking my head, I try to form a coherent thought. Think of the crow, the exploding pumpkin, of that power building beneath my skin. I’m meant to keep it locked away, buried beneath mountains of control and distracting thoughts.
How much did he see?
His brows furrow. 
Taking a step back, I realize he thinks I answered no to his question with my head shake. “I’m fine.”
The corner of his mouth quirks. “You’re covered in pumpkin guts.”
I grind my teeth together until I’m sure pieces flake off. “I have to go, excuse me.”
Shuffling around him proves difficult in the narrow row, pumpkins to each side and children clogging the rows beyond. 
A hand grips my shoulder, turning me back around. James’ hand.
“Look,” he says, jaw working as he thinks over his words. “Are you sure? You’re a little pale.”
I glance down at myself, at the guts covering my skin and clothes. Beyond the sticky mess, he shouldn’t see much of my face or skin. By the time I lift my head, I have an eyebrow raised.
He huffs, the tips of his ears flaming pink. “Beneath the guts, I mean.”
Lifting my head, I frown at him straight-on. Well, as straight as I can manage, the top of my head barely reaching his chin. “I’m always this pale.”
His eyebrows shoot up. His mouth trembles like he’s holding back a laugh.
I shake my shoulder until he jolts, his hand falling away. The pink on his ears deepens into red.
Turning, I stride away, keeping my steps strong despite the tremble beginning in my hands.
He doesn’t follow.
Yet by the time I leave the field, my hands shake and a chill sweeps across my skin that has nothing to do with the fall weather. Even my heart, once beating double-time, has slowed to a numb crawl. Worse, exhaustion pulls at me, my eyes gritty, dots dancing at the corner of my sight. 
My mother taught me enough to know that exhaustion and numbness are the price of power. 
I don’t know what James saw. All I know is I have to avoid him and his family. 
And my mother never forgot to tell me the second price: how others suspect you. How they point and stare and laugh. How they grow to fear you until fear turns to hatred.
Tawny Bell had magic.
But so do I.




Chapter 3
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The stack of books hits the table with a loud  bang, startling the entirety of Harper High’s school paper participants. Some faces turn pale, others red. Everyone turns to watch, eyebrows raised in disbelief. 
If our editor Sidney was in the room, she’d calm everyone down with some sort of meditation exercise or a moment to take a deep breath. But she’s not, so with frowns and scowls, everyone turns back to their work, saying nothing. You’d think people would be in better moods after the Fall Fest yesterday.
I offer a wobbling smile and sit at the table I dropped the books onto, hiding behind their girth. Channeling my inner Sid, I take a deep, calming breath. It works for the minute it takes me to flip the first book open and comb through its pages. Faces of classmates long since graduated smile up at me. Their senior quotes range from shallow to mediocre. The halfway decent ones are lyrics from old Beatles songs Dad sings sometimes, but even those are so overdone I can’t help cringing.
By the second volume, my eyes have glazed over. 
By the third, I’m halfway asleep.
Slam.
I startle, pushing my chair back with a horrendous screech of metal legs on cheap tile.
“Oh, sorry!” Sid says, grinning sheepishly, hands still open from where she dropped a massive tome of a book onto the table at the center of the room. “I love to make a dramatic entrance, but not when it means scaring someone else.”
My heart slows. Snorts of laughter mixed with disgruntled murmurs filter in. Slowly, a hand pressed to my chest, I breathe a sigh of relief. “It’s fine.”
She tilts her head toward the open yearbook in front of me. “Any luck with your choice?”
I shake my head, goosebumps breaking out across my skin at the sensation of everyone’s focus turning in our direction. Shrugging, I flip another page in the book, ducking my head low. The scents of dust and something like vanilla fill my nostrils. “Not yet.”
“You’ll get there soon,” she says with overwhelming perkiness.
I glance at my phone, squinting at the time. How can anyone be perky at four o’clock in the afternoon? Then again, she is the editor of the newspaper, aka the entire purpose of our club. If anyone has to be pushy yet perpetually chipper, it’s the editor meant to motivate us all to keep producing work despite a tiny fraction of the school actually reading the paper.
Sam says more people need to give it a shot, as if it’s a forgotten sport like lacrosse. People will love it if they try it, he’s prone to saying.
Kate says we need a digital element, a version readable on phones and tablets, like our school has the budget for that.
Secretly, I think our paper sucks. Maybe that’s what gave me the courage to try it out when I realized I needed an actual extracurricular to get into college. Rehabbing succulents partially killed by the local gardening center doesn’t exactly ring college material, I guess. 
Journalism looks good on applications, has all the pressure of Sid’s easy-going attempts at bossing us around, and there’s zero risk of screwing up when no one actually reads the dang paper.
“Just keep swimming!” Sid says, loud enough for everyone to hear. 
A series of groans is her response.
I hide a smile by hunching over the next yearbook, searching for a specific name I’ll never find.
When she proposed the idea of highlighting famous people in our little town, I nearly laughed where she could hear. Famous? In Harper Hollow? Yeah, no. 
But then she asked who each club member wanted to focus on, even gave names as examples, and I’d whipped my hand into the air faster than anyone else. And I chose someone no one would ever find in any of our yearbooks—the Mayor, Mr. Watt. No one else knows, not Sam or Kate or Sid, but he didn’t grow up here. 
Four years ago, he hired Dad as his real estate agent. Dad led him around town and showed him the historic houses covered in frilly rooflines and decorative features like demented gingerbread houses. Then, when Mayor Watt closed on the house he wanted, he drank a smidge too much champagne at the closing. 
And so, Dad came home that night and blurted out what the drunk Mayor told him to the first person he saw—preteen me, reading a book on the living room couch, awake long after Kate and our babysitter.
Mayor Watt was born and raised in Beacon Hollow, moved here in his early teens, and has been hiding the fact ever since. The secret would destroy his shot at re-election if anyone knew. 
Good thing Dad will never tell another soul. I won’t, either. Born in our rival town or not, the Mayor does a decent job.
But I can use the knowledge to stay under the radar. The longer I keep up the search, the more Sid will get antsy, so I’ll have to eventually either lie about finding his name and graduation year or claim he’s in one year we couldn’t find in school storage. In the meantime, I can relax here, at least a little. With James and Ashleigh roaming the high school halls, there’s nowhere else to hide.
“All done!” Sid chirps.
I glance at the clock. A quarter past four. My eyebrows furrow. Why stop us now? We still have the rest of the hour to work.
“I have something to propose,” she says, clapping her hands between each word.
She pauses, stretching the silence out until we’re on the edge of our seats. Then, with a sigh, she continues. “I’d like to organize a group to hand out flyers in the next town over.”
“Beacon Hollow?” someone asks, disgust coloring their tone.
She sighs again. “Yes, Beacon Hollow.”
Everyone talks at once, voices layering over one another until I can barely hear myself think. I hunch lower in my seat, shoulders tensed up by my ears.
“Enough!” Mrs. Langley shouts from the doorway, her petite form at odds with her sharp glare and sharper cat-eye glasses. English teacher and school paper supervisor or not, I’d place my bet on her winning any fight. 
The noise cuts off. Wide-eyed stares turn in her direction. 
“Thanks,” Sid says, then clears her throat, drawing everyone’s attention. “Our group—if anyone joins me.” She pauses with a nervous chuckle. “Would hand out pictures of Tawny Bell. To try to get her home, you know?”
“An excellent idea,” Mrs. Langley says, stepping further into the room and staring at us over the top of her glasses. “Go on, Sidney.”
Sid gives her a grateful smile. “Nobody here seems to know where she went—”
Except maybe her siblings, I think but don’t dare say.
“—and the cops or Mayor don’t seem super proactive, so why not try to find her ourselves?”
It’s true the local police station, a tiny brick building with one sheriff and fifteen-ish deputies, has started no search parties. But why would they? While everyone in town suspects the siblings had something to do with her disappearance, it’s more along the line of pushing her into running away, not murder. The Mayor must agree, since he hasn’t pressed for them to act, either.
Besides, Dad says that since she was—or is, I guess—eighteen, she’s aged out of the alert system used for missing children. One or two years less on her age and she’d be all over the news, the nation gobbling the story up.
“So, what do you say?” She glances around with a bashful grin. “Any volunteers?”
One hand shoots up, then another. Then more, until the entire club has their hands raised besides me and Mrs. Langley. 
Does no one do anything after school? Why volunteer before hearing the details?
Yet the moment I ask myself the last question, my brain supplies an answer. Tawny’s one of us—her family goes back generations in our little town. They were active in Harper Hollow before their death three years ago. Everyone knew Mr. Bell, a beloved and goofy first-grade teacher. Mrs. Bell was quieter, more aloof, but still embraced her job at the local library with clear joy.
Some of my first memories are sitting on the floor in front of Mrs. Bell, her steady, low voice comforting as it read whatever children’s book she picked for story time that weekend. Mom used to bring me there—
I cut off the thought, rolling my shoulders to ease the tension quickly turning to aches and pains. Glancing around the room, I find everyone staring at Mrs. Langley, who has her lips pursed.
“We could use an adult to supervise,” Sid says.
She sighs, then raises her hand. “Fine.”
Don’t notice me, I chant in my head, sinking lower in my chair, sweat breaking out along my hairline. Don’t notice my hand isn’t up.
A minute passes. Chatter begins anew, Sid talking over everyone to share the details of when and where to meet in Beacon Hollow. Someone draws her aside, asking about carpooling, and I sigh in relief. 
“Evelyn,” Mrs. Langley says, stopping in front of the table I’m sitting at, hands on her hips. “Do you need a ride?”
I stammer for a moment, then swallow around a suddenly dry throat. “No.”
She tilts her head to one side. “Is there a conflict in your schedule?”
Her overly formal words fry my brain, and I blurt an answer. “No.”
Crap. I grimace and sink down further in my seat, chin nearly level with the table. I should’ve said yes, should’ve crafted some genius but utterly bogus excuse. But what did I do instead? Answer honestly. 
“I see,” she says in the way adults do when they absolutely don’t see. 
Only then do I notice the lull in the surrounding noise. I glance around, finding confused expressions veering into outright irritation. No, worse than irritation—hostility.
“Uh,” Sid draws out the word, rubbing her hands together. “You’re not going?”
Not you can’t go because she must’ve heard my answers to Mrs. Langley’s questions. Double crap. 
My heart pounds. Sweat beads on my neck, then slithers beneath my sweater and down my spine, creating a damp spot at the small of my back. “I—I don’t—I just—”
An excuse doesn’t appear in my head. They wouldn’t believe me, anyway.
A buzzing begins at my fingertips, pinpricks of heat and electricity racing around my knuckles and up my arms. The fine hairs there stand on end. Goosebumps ripple across my skin.
Not now. Not with everyone staring at me.
I grit my teeth, trying to force it deep down, picturing a lead weight sinking into my stomach. But all that does is start waves of nausea. The buzzing digs down to my bones, searing like white-hot electricity. All across my body, but somehow more intense at my fingertips. 
I lurch to my feet. 
Mrs. Langley startles backward. “Are you all right? You’ve gone quite pale and—”
I don’t hear the rest. The buzzing overtakes my senses. Supplies get swept and dropped into my open bag. The bag zipper sticks like it always does, and I jerk it so hard it comes off on one side. I don’t have time to care.
The bag fumbles through my hands once, twice, three times before I get it onto one shoulder, supplies staying in because of the angle—except for a single yearbook, which I catch before it hits the floor. I clutch it tight to my chest, trying to breathe.
“Evelyn,” Mrs. Langley says, as if from a great distance.
“Panic attack,” Sid says, shooing the teacher away from me. “Don’t crowd her.”
Oh, it’s a panic attack, but something else, too. Something dangerous. Something that could kill everyone here.
The door lurches closer, swallowing me and spitting me into the hall, all with no feeling in my legs or feet or the floor passing beneath them. The door closes behind me and I lean against it, gasping for air, the book digging into my chest. 
My warped vision unfurls, revealing the empty hallway outside of the club’s room. 
Safe. You’re safe.
But no one else is.
I stumble into the girls’ bathroom on the opposite side of the hall. The door swings shut behind me, heat searing across my palms as if they’ll ignite.
And as soon as I think that, they do. Flames leap from my fingertips and palms, racing for the book’s fragile binding. I drop it a second too late. Fire dances across its cover, sinking in with the scent of burning chemicals as it eats through the plastic-like shine. Smoke billows up from the mess, burning my eyes until I’m forced to step away into a stall.
“No,” I croak, watching the smoke detectors above, each glowing with a faint green light to show they’re working. “No!”
The book flips open, scattering ash and burned paper across the dingy tile floor. Pages flutter
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