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Chapter One
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THE HEAT SETTLED OVER Depoville and seemed to flatten the whole town. By noon the church bell on Main Street sounded tired. The road shimmered like glass, and even the dogs had given up barking. The cornfields beyond the village hung motionless in the still air. Their leaves curled at the edges. Screen doors slapped shut and stayed shut. Old men sat in the shade of the hardware store and talked without moving their hands. Everybody complained about the weather because there was nothing else to complain about.

Beth Holloway was riding her bike to Freya Vance’s house when she saw Roger Pike waiting beneath the maple tree at the end of Harlow Lane. He had one foot hooked over the handlebars of his bike and was watching the road as if he might be expecting someone else entirely. His shirt was damp with sweat and stuck to his back. He looked up when Beth approached and gave her a halfhearted wave.

“You’re late,” he said.

Beth coasted to a stop beside him. “I’m not late. You’re early.”

Roger grinned a little, though it did not quite reach his eyes. “Same thing.”

Freya came out of her house a moment later, slamming the screen door behind her. She was already irritated by the weather, by her mother, and by the fact that nothing interesting ever happened in Depoville. She wore cutoff jeans and an old red tank top, and her dirty blonde hair had already started coming loose from the clip at the back of her head.

“Well?” she called. “Are we doing this or not?”

“We’re here,” Beth said.

Freya flicked her eyes toward the sky. “Then let’s go before I melt.”

The three of them rode out of town together with their bicycle wheels crunching over the 

gravel shoulder of the road. Depoville ended the way most villages did -  not with a sign, but with a gradual thinning of porches, mailboxes, and fenced yards until there was only road, trees, and the open country beyond.

The pond was tucked in a hollow off the old bramble track that was hidden behind a stand of pines and a wide belt of cattails. It had been there longer than any of them, maybe longer than the village itself. Except to warn the younger kids not to swim too far out because of the drop-off near the center, the adults mostly ignored it. That warning had the opposite effect than it usually did. Everyone in Depoville knew the pond was where teenagers went when they wanted privacy, a cigarette, a secret, or all three.

The bank was already warm when they arrived. The sun had been baking it all day. Roger dropped his bike in the grass and let out a long breath.

“Do you think the water’s cold?” he asked.

“Only one way to find out,” Freya said.

Beth stripped off her shoes and socks first, then sat on the bank and pulled her shirt over her head. She was careful to fold it neatly beside her, which made Freya laugh.

“You always act like your clothes are going to report you to someone for misuse,” Freya said.

Beth rolled her eyes, but she smiled. “Some of us have standards.”

“Some of us,” Roger muttered, already peeling off his sweat soaked own T-shirt, “don’t want to be murdered by mosquitoes before the swimming starts.”

They climbed down the sun packed mud slope one by one and waded in.

The water was dark near the edges where they disturbed the sediment when entering and then clear in the middle where sunlight pierced the surface of the deeper water. It closed over Beth’s legs with a cold shock that made her gasp. For a second the heat vanished from her skin entirely. Freya squealed and splashed Roger hard enough to make him curse.

“Worth it,” she said.

They swam out to the floating log that marked the safe middle of the pond and flopped onto it one at a time while hanging their legs in the water. The late afternoon light had started to change to early evening. The sky over the trees was turning gold at the edges, and the insects were beginning their dusk chorus.

For a while they talked about nothing in particular: About the end of school.  About who was leaving town first once they graduated in another year. About whether there was anything worth staying for.

Roger said he might try for a job at the garage in the next county if he could save enough for a truck.

Freya said she would never spend her whole life in Depoville, which made Beth snort. “You say that like someone’s going to give you a better offer.”

Freya shoved her shoulder. “At least I have a plan.”

“You have a fantasy,” Beth  replied.

“I have ambition,” Freya argued.

Roger looked from one to the other with mock severity. “You two sound married.”

“That’s gross,” Freya said.

Beth laughed, and for a few minutes the three of them were just teenagers on a summer evening, feeling immortal in the lazy way that teenagers did when no one older was around to 

remind them otherwise.

Then the sky changed.

Roger was the first to notice it. He had been lying back on his elbows while staring up at the clouds, when he sat upright so suddenly that the log rocked under them.

“What’s that?” he asked.

Beth followed his gaze.

At first she thought it was a plane, but the light was wrong. It came from above and behind the tree line as a bright streak cutting through the blue-white haze of early evening. It was moving too fast to be a plane and too low to be a star.

Freya shaded her eyes. “Is that a meteor? I’ve heard about them falling from the sky.”

The streak flared and for one instant the whole west side of the sky burned a pale blue-green. Then the object broke of pieces with a flash so sharp that Beth instinctively blinked and a long tail of sparks scattered over the trees.

Something struck the pond.

The impact sounded small for something that bright. There was not a roar or an explosion. Just  a hard, wet crack that carried across the water. A wave swept over the swimmers and a column of spray shot up near the far bank before falling in sparkling sheets. The surface shuddered in widening rings as the water slowly settled.

They remained frozen while clinging to the log. No one spoke.

Then, from somewhere beneath the dark water, a faint glow pulsed once.

Roger pulled himself further onto the log. “Did you see that?”

Freya had gone pale. “See what?”

“The light in the water,” he replied.

Beth stared where the splash had been. The glow was gone already, swallowed by the deep green-black surface.

“It’s just the mud,” Beth said, though she did not believe it.

“Since when does mud light up?” Roger asked.

Freya slid off the log and started heading toward when the thing hit the water. “I’m checking it out.”

“Me too,” Roger announced as he slid off the log and began to swim next to Freya.

Suddenly uneasy in a way that she could not explain Beth did not join them. The pond, which had felt harmless a few minutes ago, now seemed wrong. The stillness around it was too complete. It was as though the insects had all gone quiet at once.

Finding nothing of interest, they dragged themselves up the bank and stood dripping in the grass, staring at the pond.

“Maybe it was a burn-up,” Roger said.

“A what?” Beth asked.

“You know. Space junk or something,” Roger replied.

Freya folded her arms tightly across her chest. “Whatever it was must have sank to the bottom.”

Roger gave a nervous laugh. “It managed to fall into the deep part.”

They waited, but nothing else happened. No sound of a second impact. No fire. No smoke rising over the trees. Only the pond, dark and motionless under the bruising evening sky.

Eventually Freya shook water from her hair and said, “I’m going home before I get blamed for that.”

Beth nodded, still staring at the water. “Yeah. Me too.”

Roger hesitated a little longer than the others. He was looking at the pond with an expression that Beth had never seen on him before. Not fear exactly. Curiosity, maybe. Or hunger.

“Roger,” Beth said.

He looked at her, almost annoyed at being interrupted. “What?”

“Come on,” she barked.

He blinked, and the odd look vanished. “Yeah. Fine.”

They dressed in silence. The air felt cooler now, but not refreshing. It had the strange heaviness that comes after a storm that never quite arrives. 

As they wheeled their bikes back onto the road, Beth glanced once over her shoulder. From where she stood, the pond looked unchanged. Only the black surface in the middle seemed to hold the last traces of the light that had fallen into it.

By the time she reached home, her mother had already called her name twice from inside the house.

“You’re late,” Martha Holloway said when Beth came through the door.

Beth dropped her shoes by the mat and tried to sound casual. “We were at the pond.”

Her mother looked up from the sink with her hands in dishwater up to the wrists. “At dusk? Honestly, Beth.”

“It was hot,” she explained.

“It’s always hot in late June,” Martha replied. “It will be even worse as the summer progresses.” Then, she added, “Your brother was quite upset. He was suffering from the heat too and wanted to go to the pond but he couldn’t find you. Of course, we can’t let him go alone.”

Feeling a mild tinge of guilt for not considering the fact that her brother would also benefit from cooling down Beth gave a slight shrug  and started toward the stairs, then paused when she noticed that her palms were tingling.

She held them up to the light.

There was nothing on her skin. No cut, no rash, no dirt. Just the lingering sensation that something had touched her, though she could not remember exactly when.

She not only showered off the pond water, but she washed her hands twice before settling into bed.

In the room across the hall, her younger brother was already asleep with a fan rattling beside him. Far off, beyond the open window, a coyote yipped once in the dark and then was quiet. Beth lay on top of the sheets. It was too warm to pull them over herself. She stared at the ceiling until the house settled around her.

At some point, just before sleep took her, she thought she heard something small moving in the pipes.

A thin scratching sound.

Then nothing.

Outside, Depoville slept under a sky full of stars.

And in the pond, deep below the black surface where no moonlight reached, something that had not belonged to earth began to wake.
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Chapter Two
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BY MORNING, THE WORLD had turned the same hot dull yellow it always did in late June and the town was its lazy boring self. It was as if the strange thing in the pond had only been a trick of the light.

Beth woke before her alarm and lay still in front of a table fan   while listening to the house creak in the heat. Somewhere downstairs her mother was opening cupboards. The fan in the hallway rattled against its own wobbling frame. A truck passed on the road outside and then faded into silence.

For a second Beth expected the memory of the night before to feel ridiculous.

It did not.

She slowly dressed while still thinking about the glow in the water and the way that Roger had looked at the pond afterward. At breakfast her mother asked whether she had fun with her “little swamp adventure,” and Beth answered yes without explaining anything more. There was no point. Adults had a way of making mystery sound like misbehavior.

At school, the morning announcements dragged on about summer reading and the county fair, but no one listened. The classrooms were already warm enough to make everyone irritable. The older boys fanned themselves with folded homework sheets. Someone had propped open the hallway windows, but no breeze came through them.

Beth found Roger at his locker between second and third period. He looked different.

Not dramatically and probably not enough for anyone else to notice. But his face was drawn in a way it had not been yesterday and his skin was a shade too pale under the fluorescent lights. He was chewing gum so hard that his jaw jumped.

“Are you okay?” Beth asked.

Roger closed his locker a little too quickly. “Yeah.”

“You look tired,” she noted.

“I didn’t sleep much,” he replied.

Beth studied him. “Because of the pond?”

His eyes slid away from hers. “No. Just... didn’t sleep.  It was too hot.”

She was about to say more when Freya came barreling down the corridor. She was half laughing and half furious at something on her phone. She stopped short when she saw them. “Why do you two look like you’re at a funeral?”

“Because it feels like one,” Roger muttered.

Freya frowned. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing,” he said.

That was the first thing that made Beth uneasy. Roger was always easy to read when he was lying. He had never been good at hiding discomfort. But now he looked almost blank, as though the question had reached him from a great distance.

Freya shoved her phone into her pocket. “Whatever. Are you both coming to the pond tonight or what?”

Beth blinked. “Again?”

Freya shrugged. “It’s still hot.”

Roger’s answer came too quickly. “Yeah. Sure.”

Beth looked from one to the other as she thought about the object that fell from the sky. “You’re both serious?”

Freya grinned at her, but there was an edge to it that Beth did not like. “What, you got plans?”

Beth scowled. “No.”

“Then stop acting like I asked you to rob a bank,” Freya hissed.

But Beth’s attention had already shifted. A boy from their chemistry class was standing at the end of the hall. He was staring at Freya with a strange expression on his face. Freya noticed him and smiled in a slow, almost taunting way.

The boy looked away at once.

Beth frowned. “Did you do something to him?”

Freya laughed. “No.”

Roger made a sound in his throat that might have been a snort, though it came out rougher than that. He rubbed the back of his neck with one hand and stared down the hall as if he was trying to remember why he had come there.

The bell rang and they scattered.

By lunch Beth had almost convinced herself that she was imagining the oddness in both Roger and Freya. It was easy to do. They were teenagers. Teenagers were moody, dramatic, impossible. A bad night in hot weather could explain almost anything.

And yet, Freya -who generally devoured all food within reach- wouldn’t stop picking at the food on table in front of her. She opened her lunchbox, stared at the sandwich, chips, and apple inside, and looked vaguely irritated by them.

“You’re not eating?” Beth asked.

Freya made a face. “I’m not hungry.”

Beth blinked. “Since when are you not hungry?”

Freya’s eyes flashed. “Since now.”

Roger sat across from them. He was not eating much either. He hadn’t brought lunch but had bought a bag of chips from the vending machine but hadn’t opened it. He kept glancing toward the cafeteria doors as though something outside might be more important than lunch.

“You too?” Beth asked.

Roger shrugged. “I guess.”

The whole exchange had a wrongness to it that she couldn’t name. Not illness exactly. Not even anger. It was the feeling of sitting with people who were waiting for something else to happen and knew more than they were saying.

When Beth tried to talk about schoolwork, neither of them listened properly. When she mentioned the meteor from the night before, Freya rolled her eyes and said it was probably just some stupid drone that someone was flying and had gone astray.

Roger said, “Maybe,” but he was staring at the table.

At one point Freya laughed at something someone at the far end of the cafeteria had said, then abruptly stopped laughing, as if the sound had surprised even her.

Beth noticed that her hands were trembling.

“Are you okay?” Beth quietly asked.

Freya looked at her as if she had been insulted. “I said I’m fine.”

Beth said nothing after that.

The school nurse was called to the lunchroom before the end of the period because one of the younger boys had fainted from the heat. Everyone groaned and shifted in their seats. The principal made an announcement over the speaker about how the temperature was so high that it was creating a strain on the air conditioning system and it was as cool as they could get it under the circumstances. He emphasized the need for hydration and responsibility. Beth sat with her tray untouched and watched Roger push his chair back and stand too quickly, as if he could not bear to be in the room another second.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

He did not answer at first. Then, in a flat voice she barely recognized, he said, “Outside.”

The afternoon dragged by in a haze.

By the time school let out, the air had grown even thicker, and the blacktop in the parking lot shimmered with waves of heat. Parents idled in their cars under the few patches of shade. A lawn mower buzzed somewhere behind the gym. Beth expected Roger to pedal home with them, but he was standing alone near the bike racks and staring at the sunlit road.

Freya was already on her bike with one foot on the pedal. She was clearly impatient to get going.

“You coming?” she called.

Roger did not immediately answer. He looked almost confused. Then he mounted his bike and said, “Yeah.”

They rode out of town together, but Beth noticed that Roger kept falling behind and then catching up again. It was as if he was forgetting the rhythm of riding. Freya, by contrast, pushed ahead hard and fast while weaving around potholes with unnecessary aggression.

At the pond that afternoon the water looked ordinary.

The dark surface lay between the trees as if nothing had happened there at all. Sunlight flashed off the shallows and dragonflies skimmed the reeds. The only sign of the previous night was  where they’d broken the high grass with their body weight while they sat and dressed. Beth stood on the bank with a feeling that she could not shake that the pond was watching them.

Freya was the first to strip off her shirt, shorts, and shoes.

“Last one in’s a cow,” she called out as she ran toward the water.

She hit the water hard while splashing high and laughing too loudly. Roger went in after her, although not with his usual easy grin. Still uncertain, Beth stood in the edge of the water while debated whether to enter or not. The water was cool and for a moment she almost relaxed.

Then she noticed that Freya had stopped swimming.

She was standing chest-deep near the center of the pond, motionless with her head tilted slightly as though she was listening to something beneath the surface.

“Freya?” Beth called.

Freya’s eyes were fixed on the water.

Roger swam toward her. “What are you doing?”

Freya didn’t answer.

Beth felt the hair rise on her arms. “Freya.”

When Freya turned, her face was blank in a way that Beth had never seen before. Not angry. Not bored. Empty. Then, just as suddenly, she blinked and laughed.

“Nothing,” she said. “I thought I saw something.”

Roger was standing next to her with his eyes searching the water’s depth. “What kind of something?”

Freya shrugged. “I don’t know.”

But Beth could tell that she was lying. Freya had gone strange in a new way.  She was not only irritable now, but sharpened somehow. It was as if the pond had filed down parts of her that used to make her hesitate.

They stayed in the water longer than they meant to with Beth refusing to any further than calf deep while she observed her friends. The sky dimmed. The frogs began singing in the cattails. And all the while Beth kept catching small wrong details in her friends such as Roger watching the edges of the trees too intently and Freya swallowing hard between words. Both of them seemed less interested in conversation than in the silence between sentences.

When they finally came out, Beth saw that Freya had scratched her own arm until it was red.

“Did something bite you?” Beth asked.

Freya looked down as if only then noticing it. “No.”

Roger sat on the bank drying his hair with his T-shirt. He had gone very still again.

“What’s wrong with you both?” Beth said.

Freya barked a laugh. “You keep asking that.”

“Because you keep acting weird,” Beth replied.

“Weird how?” Freya asked.

Beth hesitated. It sounded foolish when she said it out loud. “Like you’re not yourselves.”

For a second Freya looked offended.

Roger looked hungry.

Beth did not know why that thought came to her, but it did, sudden and ugly. Roger’s gaze had dropped to the side of her neck and then moved away.

He lept to his feet. “I’m going home.”

Freya frowned. “Already?”

“Yeah,” he tossed over his shoulder.

Beth watched him gather his bike with jerky movements. “Roger...”

He mounted and pushed off without waiting for her to finish.

Freya stared after him. “What’s his problem?”

Beth said nothing. She was looking at the place in the trees where Roger had vanished, and for some reason she felt certain that he was not going straight home.

Freya pulled on her shirt and then paused.

“What?” Beth asked.

Freya’s brows knit together. “Do you smell that?”

Beth sniffed the air. “What?”

Freya lowered her head, almost like an animal catching a scent. “Metal.”

Beth tried to smell it too but found nothing except mud, warm water, and pine. “There’s nothing there.”

Freya wiped damp hair from her face. “Yeah. Whatever.”

***
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BY THE TIME BETH RETURNED home, the sun had started to go down.

She walked her bike into the shed and crossed the yard toward the porch, but before she reached the steps she heard voices inside. Her mother was speaking in a tight, annoyed tone and her father was answering more quietly. 

Beth slowed.

The screen door squeaked as she opened it.

Her mother glanced over from the kitchen and said, “It’s about time.”

Beth looked from one parent to the other. “What’s wrong?”

Her father and mother exchanged a glance that told Beth instantly whatever this was had nothing to do with her, and yet somehow it did.

“Just a neighbor,” her mother said. “Mrs. Harkness called about the pond road again. She said there were kids out there acting up.”

Beth’s throat tightened. “What kind of acting up?”

Her mother gave her a look. “Don’t start.”

Beth stared. “I didn’t say anything.”

Her father rubbed his forehead and sighed. “No one’s accusing you.”

But Beth had already caught the tiny change in his voice. The way people spoke when they were trying to be normal and failing.

“Was Roger there?” she asked before she could stop herself.

Her mother’s expression sharpened. “Why?”

Beth shook her head. “No reason.”

Her mother studied her for a moment longer than necessary and then turned back to the stove. “Just don’t be out too late tonight.”

Beth went still. “Why?”

“Because I said so,” she snapped.

That was the end of it.

But later, after dinner, when Beth was in her room trying to read and failing, she heard her father speaking on the phone downstairs in a voice that was too low to make out. Her mother replied once or twice, then there was a long silence. Beth put the book aside and sat up.

Outside her window the night had turned thick and still.

Across the road, on the edge of the dark fields, something moved between the trees.

She leaned closer to the glass.

At first she thought it was just a deer. Then the shape turned, and the streetlight from the corner caught a pale face that she knew well.

Freya was standing in the ditch beside the road.

Beth’s breath caught as her friend looked up at her window and smiled. It was not a friendly smile.  It was the smile of someone who knew a secret and was enjoying it. Then she vanished into the dark before Beth could call out.
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Chapter Three
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BETH DID NOT SLEEP much that night.

Every time she closed her eyes she saw Freya standing in the ditch under the streetlight while grinning up at her window with that look of private amusement. It had not been a normal smile. It had not even looked like Freya’s face for a second, though Beth would have had trouble explaining why.

She lay in bed listening to the house settle and the night insects grind outside the open window. Once, near midnight, she heard something softly scrape against the siding below her room. She instantly sat up with her heart hammering, but when she looked down into the yard there was nothing there except the pale rectangle of moonlight and the dark shape of the shed.

In the morning the air felt even heavier than it had the day before.

Beth came downstairs to find her mother moving around the kitchen in a clipped, impatient way that meant that  she was irritated by something and wanted the whole house to know it. The radio was on low. The announcer was talking about the weather again and promising another week of heat.

Beth poured cereal into a bowl and sat at the table.

Her mother glanced at her as she placed the jug of milk within Beth’s reach. “You look tired.”

“I didn’t sleep well,” she explained.

“Because you were out too late?” her mother asked.

Beth looked up. “I wasn’t out late.  I stayed in last night.  It’s just too hot.”

Her mother’s mouth tightened. “Then stop looking like I kept you up.”

Beth pushed the cereal around in the bowl and did not tell her mother about Freya in the 

ditch. There had been no point in trying to explain the smile. Adults had a habit of making fear sound foolish as soon as it left a child’s mouth. Not to mention that it was clear that her mother was starting her day in a mood with a cause that Beth had no interest in learning.

At school, everyone was talking about the pond road. Someone said they had seen a girl out there after dark. Someone else said it was probably just kids drinking behind the old cabins.

By the time Beth got to first period, the story had changed three times and become something embarrassing and ordinary. That was the strange thing about Depoville. It could swallow the unnatural and turn it into gossip before lunch.

Freya was absent.

Roger was there, but only just. He sat in the back corner of English with his head lowered and his arms folded on the desk. The teacher called on him once and then twice before giving up. He did not seem to notice. He looked as though he had not slept at all.

Beth turned in her seat halfway through class and watched him. There was a small red mark on the side of his neck. At first she thought it might be a scratch. Then he shifted, and she saw more of it. It was a dark smudge along his collar, like he had wiped his hand there too many times.

When the bell rang, she caught up to him in the hallway. “Roger.”

He stopped, but only after she said his name twice. “What?”

“You’re bleeding,” she said.

He looked down as though surprised to hear it. “No, I’m not.”

“Yes, you are,” she insisted.

He shrugged. “It’s nothing.”

Beth frowned. “Did you get hurt?”

He gave a short, humorless laugh. “I said it’s nothing.”

She should have backed off then. She knew that. But something in his tone made her more worried, not less. He sounded irritated in a way that did not match him and he sounded almost offended that she had noticed.

“Did you and Freya have a fight?” she asked.

Roger’s jaw tightened. “No.”

Beth waited.

He looked past her shoulder toward the windows at the end of the hall where the heat outside made the glass shimmer. “You should stop asking about Freya.”

Beth stared at him. “Why?”

He did not answer.

For a moment she thought he might walk away. Instead he leaned closer while lowering his voice in a way that made her uneasy.

“She’s weird lately,” he said. “That’s all.”

“She was always weird,” Beth said in an equally low voice.

A brief twitch passed over his face. It was almost a smile, but not quite. “Not like this.”

Then the bell rang again and the hallway filled with students moving in all directions, breaking the moment apart. When Beth looked back, Roger had already gone.

By lunchtime Freya still had not shown.

Beth sat with her tray untouched, unable to focus on anything around her. Roger showed up a few minutes late and dropped into the seat across from her. He did not buy food. He sat with his hands clasped together and stared at the table in front of him.

“Did you see her this morning?” Beth quietly asked while deciding not to bring up the fact that he wasn’t eating again. When Roger shook his head she continued with, “Did you call her?”

“No,” he replied.

Beth narrowed her eyes. “Why not?”

Roger shrugged, but the motion was stiff. “Didn’t feel like it.”

“You didn’t feel like it?” she gasped. “I’ll call her as soon as I get outside where I’m allowed to use my phone.”

“Beth,” he said, and there was something in his voice now. Something sharp and annoyed. “Just leave it.”

She stared at him. “What is wrong with you?”

He looked up then, and for a second she thought she had pushed him too far. His expression was strange. Not exactly angry. More like alert.  It was as if he was listening to something outside the cafeteria walls that she could not hear.

From the far end of the room came a sudden crash as someone dropped a tray. Laughter followed. A teacher shouted for everyone to calm down.

Beth noticed how Roger flinched. “Roger?”

He stood so abruptly that the bench scraped hard against the floor. The nearby students turned to look.

“What are you doing?” Beth asked.

He did not answer. His gaze had locked on the cafeteria doors. For one insane second she thought that he might run. Instead he swayed slightly, with one hand pressing at his temple, and then he muttered, “I need air,” before pushing through the crowd.

Beth watched him go in utter confusion.

Across the room, the kitchen staff was shouting about spilled milk. Someone had opened a side door and a draft of warmer air drifted in. Then, from the open doorway, Beth caught a flash 

of movement.

It was Freya!

She was outside by the loading dock, half hidden in shadow and talking to someone Beth could not see. Her posture was wrong. It was too tense. Too still. She looked like a person pretending to be waiting, and badly.

Beth stood so fast that she nearly knocked her chair backward. By the time she reached the door, Freya was gone. The loading dock was empty except for a puddle of greasy water and the smell of sunbaked metal.

Beth walked out behind the cafeteria and looked around the edge of the building, but there was no sign of her. The baseball field behind the gym shimmered in the heat. An American flag hung limp from its pole. Somewhere beyond the parking lot, a mower coughed to life.

She stood there for a moment longer, then went back inside feeling cold in a way that completely contradicted the weather.

That afternoon she tried to concentrate in algebra and failed. By the time school ended she had decided she was going to Freya’s house, whether Freya liked it or not.

She pedaled hard through town, past the church, the post office, and the little grocery with the peeling red awning. The whole place seemed to be holding its breath. Old Mrs. Crowell was sitting on her porch as usual while slowly fanning herself and watching the road as if she expected something to happen soon. She raised one hand as Beth passed, but Beth barely noticed.

Freya lived at the far end of the village in a pale blue house with a narrow porch and climbing rose bushes that had gone half-wild. The front screen door was shut. The curtains in the front window were drawn. Although she technically wasn’t Beth’s neighbor, Beth’s, Roger’s, and Freya’s houses were mere blocks apart.  The terrain was such that Beth could actually see Freya’s house from her bedroom window.

Beth climbed off her bike and stood in the yard. For the first time since arriving, she was uncertain about coming uninvited and unannounced.

Then she heard shouting.

It came from the back of the house and was sharp enough to cut through the buzzing heat. Beth hesitated only a second before moving around to the side yard toward the sound. The grass was long there, dry and yellowed from the sun. Beth noted the rusted metal bucket lay on its side near the back steps and thought how her mother would have not stood for such a thing. To her, it would have been considered messy and disorderly.

The shouting came again.

It was Freya’s voice.

Beth rounded the corner and stopped dead.

Freya was in the kitchen doorway with her mother. The screen door was swinging wildly behind them. Mrs. Vance looked furious. Her face was flushed and tight with anger. Freya stood strangely still in front of her. Her head was slightly angled as though she was watching a small insect crawl across her mother’s face. It was still early enough in the day for Freya’s father to be at work.

Beth could hear pieces of the argument.

“—don’t care what you think—”

“—you’ve been acting insane—”

“—stop looking at me like that—”

Then Mrs. Vance pointed toward the yard and snapped, “Get out of my kitchen and do not 

come back in here until you can speak like a human being.”

Freya smiled. It was the same smile that Beth saw the night before when Freya was standing in the ditch.

“What?” Mrs. Vance demanded.

Freya moved so suddenly that Beth almost missed it. One second she was standing in the doorway and the next she had grabbed the heavy ceramic fruit bowl from the kitchen island and smashed it hard against her mother’s head.

The sound was sickening.

Mrs. Vance collapsed without a scream.

Beth stumbled backward with one hand flying to her mouth. Her mind screamed but she was in such shock that no sound could come out.

Freya stared down at her mother for a second as though she was waiting for her to get up again. Then she knelt beside the body with no visible panic at all.

“Freya,” Beth whispered.

Hearing Beth’s voice, Freya turned her head.

Beth saw the blood on her hands.

At first Freya looked confused, almost offended, as if Beth had walked in on something private. Then her expression changed and sharpened all at once. Her gaze dropped back to the body on the kitchen floor and she bent forward and began to make a meal of her mother.

Beth made a sound she did not recognize as her own when Freya slowly lifted her head. She was already smeared at the mouth.

When she looked down at what she was doing, she began to laugh. It was not a laugh of joy. It was worse than that. It was jagged and breathless. It was a laugh with no human warmth in 

it.

Beth took one step into the kitchen and stopped because her legs would not listen to her anymore.

“No,” she said, though she did not know whether she was speaking to Freya or to herself.

Freya’s face went still. Then she looked at Beth with a blank, appraising stare that made Beth’s skin crawl.

“Don’t,” Beth said, her voice shaking now. “Freya, stop.”

Freya slowly stood up.

For one impossible instant Beth thought she might come toward her and explain, or cry, or do anything normal at all. Instead Freya wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and said, almost conversationally, “She wouldn’t stop being a bitch.”

Beth stared at her in horror. “You killed her.”

Freya frowned as though Beth were being deliberately dense. “Yeah.”

The word landed like a slap and Beth took a step back.

Freya’s eyes flicked once to the kitchen knife on the counter. Then to Beth. Then to the back door.

Outside, a screen door banged somewhere farther down the block and a dog barked. The whole neighborhood seemed too bright and too quiet at the same time.

Beth’s voice broke. “What is wrong with you?”

Freya’s expression twisted, but not with shame. With annoyance. “You don’t get it.”

“Get what?” Beth asked.

Freya’s pupils looked too large. Her breathing had gone shallow and fast. “I’m hungry.”

Beth stared at her. The words made no sense in the kitchen where her mother lay on the 

floor with blood beginning to pool under her head and bits of her flesh bitten from her face.

“Freya...,” Beth gasped.

But Freya was already gone. She’d darted across the kitchen and vanished through the back door into the yard, quick and animal-like. Beth lurched after her but stopped again when she saw the body on the floor.

Her stomach turned violently and she backed away. Unable to look any longer, she nearly fell over an overturned chair behind her.

Then the front door opened and Roger entered.

He was standing in the doorway with his bike half visible behind him and one hand still on the knob. Beth turned toward him in helpless shock.

He took in the kitchen in one glance. The body.  The blood. The missing flesh. Beth’s face.

For a moment he did not move. His expression was unreadable, almost dazed. Then his eyes settled on the floor beside Mrs. Vance and on the streak of blood leading toward the back door.

His mouth parted.

Beth saw something pass over his face that looked close to awe.

“Roger,” Beth  was barely able to breath as she said, “Call someone.”

He did not answer.

He stepped into the kitchen very slowly, like someone entering a chapel. His gaze remained fixed on the body.

Beth watched him with growing horror. He should have been shocked. Sick. Terrified. Instead he looked transfixed. “Roger?”

He swallowed. Then his eyes moved to the blood from Freya’s hands that had created a 

reddish smear on the counter and Beth saw the change in him before he could hide it.

His expression was not one of disgust. It was longing.

Beth backed away from him with renewed fear. “Roger, what are you doing?”

He blinked, as if waking from a dream. “What?”

“Look at her,” Beth snapped.

He frowned, still not fully present. “I am.”

“That is Freya’s mother,” she moaned. “Freya killed her.”

His breathing had changed. It had become deeper, rougher. He looked at Beth as though she were interrupting something important. “I know.”

Then, from outside, there came a sharp scream. Beth spun toward the back door. Freya was somewhere in the yard.

The scream came again. It was closer this time and was followed by the sound of someone running. Beth rushed toward the door but Roger caught her wrist.

His grip was too tight.

She looked at him in shock. “Let go of me!”

He stared at her with a look that she did not recognize. This was not the Roger that she had grown up with. Not even the strange, distracted version from the past day or two. Something more stripped down and dangerous had surfaced in him. Something that made her feel as though she was standing near a wild animal that had just realized it could bite.

“Roger,” she said again, more slowly now. “Let go.”

For a second he did not. Then the scream outside cut off abruptly and Roger’s hand fell away.

Beth ran for the back door, but before she reached it she heard something behind her. It 

was a low, wet sound from the kitchen.

She turned and froze at the sight of Roger kneeling beside Mrs. Vance.

He had reached for the fallen woman's wrist as if he was going to  check for a pulse. But that was not what he was doing. His fingers were pressing into the blood at the edge of the counter, and his face had gone distant and intent. He brought her hand to his mouth and bit into her flesh.

Beth could not even scream.

Roger looked up at her with blood on his lips, and for one terrible second the room was entirely silent.

Outside, somewhere in the yard, Freya laughed.

It was a broken, feral sound.

Then the world inside the house began to tilt around Beth, and she finally understood with a cold, sick certainty that whatever had fallen into the pond had entered more than just the water.
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Chapter Four
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BETH DID NOT REMEMBER deciding to run.

One moment she was staring at Roger with blood on his mouth and the next she was stumbling backward through the kitchen and slamming into the counter hard enough to rattle the dishes in the sink. Her body moved before her mind caught up. Terror took over everything else.

Roger rose from the floor too slowly, almost reluctantly, as if the sight of his own bloody hands had only just become meaningful to him. The blood at his lips shone black-red in the dim kitchen light. He looked at Beth with a strange wounded irritation that was not unlike a child who was caught doing something he had not meant to be seen doing.

“Beth,” he said.

Unable to speak, she vigorously shook her head.

From outside came another sound. Footsteps. Fast ones. Freya, maybe, or somebody else in the yard. Beth did not wait to find out. She shoved through the back door so hard it banged against the siding and nearly tore itself from its hinge.

The late afternoon heat hit her like a furnace blast.

The yard behind the house was bright and silent with the grass flattened in places where people had crossed it too many times. The screen door at the back of the house swung on its spring, squealing from abuse. Near the line of hedges and half-hidden by the shed, Beth saw Freya. She was crouched low in the dirt and was breathing hard. Her hands
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